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INTRODUCTION

Under the general heading “Gnosis and Western Esotericism”, this Dictionary brings
together a great range of historical currents and personalities that have flourished in
Western culture and society over a period of roughly two millennia, from Late Antiquity
to the present. By doing so, it intends not only to provide a comprehensive reference work,
but also to question certain ingrained assumptions about the history of Western religion
and culture, and promote new agendas and analytical frameworks for research in these
domains. What is at stake in such a shift of perspective can best be illustrated by taking a
short look at the main terminological conventions that have traditionally been dominant.

The term Gnosticism was originally a pejorative term, coined in the 17th century by
the Cambridge Platonist Henry More. In adopting it as a purportedly neutral scholarly
category, historians also largely took over the assumption that there had actually existed
a distinct religious system which could be called Gnosticism, and which could be clearly
defined in opposition to the early Christian church. In recent decades it has become
increasingly clear, however, that any such reification of “Gnosticism” is untenable® and
leads to historical simplications; the idea of a clear-cut opposition of Christianity versus
Gnosticism in fact reflects heresiological strategies by means of which certain factions
and their spokesmen sought (successfully, as it turned out) to cement their own identity
as “true” Christians by construing a negative other: the adherents of “the Gnosis falsely
so called”, demonized as the enemies of the true faith. It is historically more accurate,
however, to see the latter, who often adhered to mythological gnostic systems, as repre-
sentatives of a much broader and variegated movement or type of religiosity ‘character-
ized by a strong emphasis on esoteric knowledge (gnosis) as the only means of salvation,
which implied the return to one’s divine origin’.>

To this much broader movement of Gnosis in Late Antiquity belonged not only
“Gnosticism”, but also, in their own ways, Christians such as Clement of Alexandria
and, notably, the currents that inspired the Hermetic literature. In the domain of
Hermetism, too, scholarly research has long been influenced by artificial black-and-white
distinctions based upon normative agendas. The great pioneers of this field, Walter Scott
and André-Jean Festugiere, sharply opposed a “learned” or “philosophical” Hermetism
against a “popular” hermetism: the worldviews belonging to the former category
deserved the respect of serious scholars, but although the “occult” and “superstitious”
practices belonging to the latter (nowadays referred to more neutrally as “technical” her-
metica) also needed to be studied, they were referred to with contempt as no more than
‘masses of rubbish’.3 A no less important bias concerned the almost exclusive focus of
scholars like Festugiére on the Greek and philosophical dimensions of the Hermetic lit-
erature, at the expense of their Egyptian backgrounds — an emphasis that echoes long-
standing perceptions of Egypt as the homeland of paganism and idolatry pitted against
Greece as the origin of Reason and Enlightenment. Progress in the study of Hermetism
in more recent decades has essentially consisted in correcting these biases on the basis of
careful philological and source-critical research. The central importance of Egyptian reli-
gion for understanding the Hermetic literature is now no longer in any doubt; and it has
become clear that the “philosophical” and “technical” Hermetica are in fact products of
one and the same pagan intellectual milieu in Graeco-Roman Egypt, and must therefore
be seen as closely connected.4

T See notably Michael Williams, Rethinking “Gnosticism™: An Argument for Dismantling a Dubious Category,
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996; and the entry “Gnosticism I” in this Dictionary.

2 See entry “Gnosticism I” in this Dictionary.

3 W. Scott (ed.), Hermetica, 1, Oxford, 1924, 1.

4 See notably Jean-Pierre Mahé, Hermés en Haute-Egypte (Bibliothéque Copte de Nag Hammadi, Section “Textes”,
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In the context of Late Antiquity, and notably in Hellenistic Egypt, we are therefore
dealing with a complex type of religiosity based on the pursuit of gnosis or salvific eso-
teric knowledge. This phenomenon cannot be reduced to either Gnosticism or Her-
metism but includes both; and it may manifest itself in pagan, Christian, as well as Jewish
contexts. Moreover, with respect neither to Late Antiquity nor to later periods is it pos-
sible to study the history of these currents in isolation from that of the so-called occult
sciences. This fact adds considerable complexity to the domain covered in this Dic-
tionary, since it implies a large overlap between theories and practices focused on “gno-
sis” and pertaining primarily to the domain of religion, and others pertaining more
obviously to that of science. That much attention is given in the present reference work
to astrology, alchemy and magia naturalis does not reflect any wish to recast these disci-
plines as essentially religious currents focused primarily on gnosis and spiritual pursuits,
or to deny their grounding in natural philosophy and science. On the contrary, the inten-
tion is to highlight the complexity of the relations between science, natural philosophy,
cosmology and religion in the period from Antiquity through the 17th and even 18th
centuries, against the tendency of earlier generations to deny this complexity in the inter-
est of simplifying “religion versus science” oppositions. Thus, for example, the attempt
(associated with C.G. Jung and his school) to present alchemy as not a scientific but a
spiritual pursuit is no less reductionistic than the tendency of positivist historiography to
ignore religious dimensions of alchemical literature as irrelevant. This Dictionary seeks
to highlight the importance of the natural sciences for the study of “Gnosis and Western
Esotericism” as well as the relevance of the latter to the history of science and philoso-
phy; for only by multi- and interdisciplinary research that is attentive to all the various
dimensions of these complex domains will it be possible to correctly assess their impor-
tance in Western culture.

Processes of acculturation by means of which a variety of originally “pagan” systems
of ideas — such as e.g. those originating in hermetic, neoplatonic, and even aristotelian
contexts — became integral parts of Christian culture during the Middle Ages and
Renaissance are an obvious focus of interest for the study of “Gnosis and Western
Esotericism”. Major examples during the Middle Ages are the reception of Hermetic lit-
erature by a range of Christian theologians,’ the strange phenomenon of ritual magic
flourishing in the context of the medieval “clerical underworld”,® and the revival of the
“occult sciences” during the later Middle Ages as a result of a flood of translations from
Arabic into Latin.” These developments provided the indispensable foundation for what
has been referred to as the Hermetic tradition of the Renaissance, starting with Marsilio
Ficino’s epoch-making translation of the Corpus Hermeticum in 1463 (published in
1471, and with numerous reprints throughout the 16th century), in the context of his
life-long project of recovering the supreme religious philosophy of the “divine Plato” and
a long chain of prisci theologi who were believed to have preceded him. Since Ficino saw
Plato as a religious author and read him through neoplatonic lenses, his new Christian-
platonic philosophy was bound to give a new legitimacy to late-antique theurgy and
related occult practices, incorrectly but influentially attributed to ancient authorities like
Zoroaster and Hermes Trismegistus. The resulting mixture of hermetic, neoplatonic and
occult traditions (all, of course, integrated within a Christian framework) was further
enriched by a heady infusion of Jewish traditions: the so-called Christian kabbalah, pio-
neered by Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, Johannes Reuchlin and many other authors in

3 and 7), 2 vols., Quebec: Presses de I’Université Laval, 1978 and 19825 Garth Fowden, The Egyptian Hermes: A His-
torical Approach to the late Pagan Mind, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986.

5 See entry “Hermetic Literature II” in this Dictionary.

¢ The term was introduced in the standard textbook by Richard Kieckhefer, Magic in the Middle Ages, Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1989 (ch. 7).

7 Mention should be made here of the pioneering and still indispensable multi-volume work by Lynn Thorndike, A
History of Magic and Experimental Science, 8 vols., New York: MacMillan & Columbia University Press, 1923-1958.
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their wake, left an indelible mark on all later developments of the tradition. Thus the
16th century saw the birth of a new type of syncretic religiosity that could make its
appearance in various confessional contexts, and was based on Jewish, Christian and
pagan components. Traditional disciplines like astrology, magia and alchemy now came
to be understood as integral parts of a comprehensive religious philosophy and cosmol-
ogy on neoplatonic, hermetic and kabbalistic foundations, sometimes referred to as
philosophia occulta. The innovative (al)chemical philosophy based upon the writings
(real or spurious) of Paracelsus left a particularly strong mark on subsequent develop-
ments, as represented notably by the Rosicrucian current of the early 17th century and
its continuations over the next centuries, and the Christian theosophical tradition linked
to Jacob Boehme and his followers, that emerged around the same time and found mul-
tiple adherents until the early 19th century and beyond.

It is again due to ingrained ideological biases — ultimately grounded in the biblical and
theological rejection of paganism as idolatry — rather than for scholarly reasons that this
entire domain was severely neglected by academic research until far into the 20th cen-
tury. In 1938 Paul Oskar Kristeller first called attention to the importance of the
Hermetic literature for Renaissance culture, and Italian scholars began to study some of
the sources® (although specialists still tended to look at the occult dimensions of
Renaissance hermetism as an embarrassment which they preferred to ignore as much as
possible);? but it was only in 1964 that the “Hermetic Tradition” was definitely put on
the agenda of scholarly research — particularly in the context of the history of science™® —
due to Frances A. Yates’s extremely influential Giordano Brumno and the Hermetic
Tradition.** In a series of later books, notably The Rosicrucian Enlightenment (1972)
and The Occult Philosophy in the Elizabethan Age (1979), she further explored the
development of Hermetic philosophy and related traditions such as the “Christian kab-
balah” and the Rosicrucian furore of the early 17th century. While Yates’s work has been
of the greatest importance in bringing these subjects to the attention of a wide audience,
particularly in the anglophone world, her grand narrative of “the Hermetic Tradition”
as a coherent and quasi-autonomous counterculture based upon magic and leading to
science has been called into question by subsequent research: what is nowadays referred
to as hermeticism (an umbrella concept that in fact comprises much more, as we have
seen, than the hermetic literature only)™> was by no means limited to some magical

8 Paul Oskar Kristeller, “Marsilio Ficino e Lodovico Lazzarelli: Contributo alla diffusione delle idee ermetiche nel
rinascimento”, Annali della R. Scuola Normale Superiore di Pisa, Lettere Storia e Filosofia 2:7 (1938), 237-263, repr.
in Kristeller, Studies in Renaissance Thought and Letters 1, Roma, 1956. See discussion in Wouter ]. Hanegraaff,
“Lodovico Lazzarelli and the Hermetic Christ: At the Sources of Renaissance Hermetism”, in: Wouter J. Hanegraaff
& Ruud M. Bouthoorn, Lodovico Lazzarelli (1447-1500): The Hermetic Writings and Related Documents, Phoenix:
Arizona Medieval & Renaissance Texts & Studies, 2005.

9 Paul Oskar Kristeller, “L’état présent des études sur Marsile Ficin”, in: Platon et Aristote a la Renaissance (XVle
colloque international de Tours), Paris: J. Vrin, 1976, 63: ‘grace a I’'oeuvre de Thorndike, de Miss Yates et d’autres,
nous ne sommes plus épouvantés quand nous rencontrons des idées scientifiques bizarres ou des conceptions
astrologiques, alchimique ou magiques chez les penseurs des siécles passés. Si nous découvrons des idées de ce genre
dans ’oeuvre de Ficin, nous ne lui en faisons pas reproche, mais nous le placons simplement dans une vaste tradition
intellectuelle qui avait été négligée et évitée trop longtemps par les historiens, et qui est représentée par une littérature
étendue et difficile qui a encore besoin, méme apres les recherches récentes, d’un grand effort d’étude et d’exploration’.

° On this debate about the “Yates thesis” (inspired in particular by Yates’s article “The Hermetic Tradition in
Renaissance Science”, in: Charles S. Singleton [ed.], Art, Science, and History in the Renaissance, Baltimore & Lon-
don, 1967, 255-274), see e.g. Brian P. Copenhaver, “Natural Magic, Hermeticism, and Occultism in Early Modern Sci-
ence”, in: David C. Lindberg & Robert S. Westman (eds.), Reappraisals of the Scientific Revolution, Cambridge, 1990,
and H. Floris Cohen, The Scientific Revolution: A Historiographical Inquiry, Chicago & London, 1994, 169-183.

' Frances A. Yates, Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition, London & Chicago: Routledge and Kegan Paul
& University of Chicago Press, 1964.

> Hence the distinction made in this Dictionary between “Hermetism” (as referring to the philosophical Herme-
tica and their commentaries) and “Hermeticism” (as a concept referring to the entire syncretic mixture that emerged
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subculture but was abundantly present in “mainstream” religious, philosophical and sci-
entific discourse as well, and its great representatives were complex thinkers whose per-
spective can by no means be reduced to hermeticism and magic alone."3 As a result, the
simple and dramatic picture of a quasi-autonomous counter-tradition of “hermeticists”
or “Renaissance magi” fighting against the establishment (theologians, rationalists, sci-
entists) has given way to a less romantic but more accurate perception of “hermeticism”
as a traditionally underestimated dimension of general religious and cultural develop-
ments in pre- and early modern Western society.

In a manner very similar to what happened in Late Antiquity, with the reification of
“Gnosticism” as a distinct heretical system opposed to Christianity, the concept of a dis-
tinct system or tradition of “Hermeticism” (comprising, as we have seen, the entire mix-
ture of hermetic literature, neoplatonic speculation, kabbalah, alchemy, astrology, and
magic outlined above) seems to have emerged in the 17th century and to have been taken
up especially in Protestant contexts.™# It is mainly against this background that the pro-
ponents of the Enlightenment came to present it as the epitome of unreason and super-
stition. Once again, the process was one of cementing one’s own identity by construing
a negative “other”: the very project of Enlightenment required a wholesale rejection of
“the occult”. But in this case, too, careful historical research reveals a much more com-
plex picture. The more we learn about the relationship between the Enlightenment and
phenomena such as Freemasonry and related associations (such as the Bavarian
[llluminaten or the Gold- und Rosenkreuzer) or the variegated field referred to as 18th-
century Illuminism, the clearer it becomes that the boundaries between reason and its
“other” were in fact blurred and shifting, with many important figures finding them-
selves with one foot in each camp. As the historical evidence thus forces us to re-evalu-
ate and problematize traditional concepts of the “Age of Reason”, we also need to
reconsider the effects of those concepts on subsequent historiography.*s

The reification mainly by Protestant and Enlightenment authors of “Hermeticism” as
a coherent counterculture of superstition and unreason, followed by its exclusion from
acceptable discourse, forced its sympathizers to adopt similar strategies. From the 18th
century on and throughout the 19th, as a by-product of secularization and the disen-
chantment of the world, one sees them engaged in attempts at construing their own iden-
tity by means of the “invention of tradition”: essentially adopting the Protestant and
Enlightenment concept of a hermetic or magical counterculture, they sought to defend it
as based upon a superior worldview with ancient roots, and opposed to religious dog-
matism and narrow-minded rationalism. Here, too, the process was a highly complex
and ambivalent one, with hermetically-oriented authors making frequent reference to
“reason”, “science” or “historical facts” in order to defend the notion of an ancient and

in the wake of Ficino’s translation of the Corpus Hermeticum, and that included many currents and ideas that are not
actually derived from Hermetic sources).

'3 Wouter J. Hanegraaff, “Beyond the Yates Paradigm: The Study of Western Esotericism between Counterculture
and New Complexity”, Aries 1:1 (2001), §-37.

4 See in particular the polemics of Ehregott Daniel Colberg against what he referred to as “platonic-hermetic Chris-
tianity” (Das Platonisch-Hermetisches [sic| Christenthum, Begreiffend Die Historische Erzehlung vom Ursprung und
vielerley Secten der heutigen Fanatische Theologie, unterm Namen der Paracelsisten, Weigelianer, Rosencreutzer,
Qudicker, Bohmisten, Wiedertiuffer, Bourignisten, Labadisten, und Quietisten, 2 vols., Frankfurt & Leipzig: M.G.
Widmann, 1690-16971), and the defense of the same currents by Gottfried Arnold (Unpartheyische Kirchen- und
Ketzer-Historie: Vom Anfang des neuen Testaments bis auf das Jabr Christi 1688, Frankfurt a.M.: Thomas Fritsch,
1700). Note that the Roman Catholic Marin Mersenne already attacked the opinions of the ‘platonists, rabbis and
magi’ earlier in the century (Quaestiones celeberrimae in Genesim, esp. the separate final section, entitled Observa-
tiones et emendationes ad Francisci Georgii Veneti “Problemata”, Paris, 1623). Mersenne clearly targets the entire
compound (represented for him by authors such as Giorgio da Veneto and Fludd) that eventually came to be referred
to as “hermeticism”, but does not yet refer to it as such.

's Monika Neugebauer-Wolk (ed.), Aufklirung und Esoterik (Studien zum achtzehnten Jahrhundert, 24), Ham-
burg: Felix Meiner, 1999; Christopher McIntosh, The Rose Cross and the Age of Reason: Eighteenth-Century Rosi-
crucianism in Central Europe and its Relationship to the Enlightenment, Leiden, New York, Kéln: E.J. Brill, 1992.
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superior tradition of “magic and the occult” that had been present since hoary antiquity
and had continued through the ages. The term occultism, a neologism first attested in
1842, was quickly picked up in these circles as an appropriate label for their own per-
spectives. Eventually the term has also come to be adopted by scholars, as a historical
label for these same 19th-century circles and their 2oth-century continuations.*®

It is likewise in the first half of the 19th century that the term esotericism (French:
“ésotérisme”) emerged as well, having been coined by the Protestant historian Jacques
Matter in his Histoire critique du gnosticisme et de son influence published in 1828. The
term therefore did not originate as a self-designation by which certain religious authors or
currents identified themselves or their own perspectives, but as a scholarly label applied a
posteriori to certain religious developments in the context of early Christianity. To the
present day, the term “esotericism” tends to be used by scholars in two different senses,
that should be clearly distinguished: in a typological sense it refers to traditions of secrecy
or (mainly among authors inspired by “religionist” agendas) to what is seen as the deeper
“inner mysteries of religion” as opposed to merely external or “exoteric” religious obser-
vance, but in a strictly historical sense it functions, rather, as a general label for a series of
specific currents in Western culture that display certain similarities and are historically
related.'” The term Western Esotericism in the title of this Dictionary refers to this second
meaning. Particularly in French scholarship, “I’ésotérisme occidental” has long been used
by scholars as the preferred umbrella term covering the entirety of currents and traditions
that have been sketched above; and since the 1990s this terminological convention has
rapidly been gaining ground in international academic discourse.*® This process has been
accompanied by a theoretical and methodological debate about definitions and demarca-
tions, which is still in full development at the time of writing.™

Since the eventual outcome of these discussions is as yet far from clear, it would have
been unwise to link the present Dictionary too specifically to one particular definition or
theoretical approach. Such an attempt would, moreover, have been unnecessary, because —
as in the study of “religion” generally — scholars in this domain often strongly disagree
about abstract theoretical definitions although they in fact share a broad consensus about
the historical phenomena covered by the term. Specialists may quibble about boundary
issues, disagreeing about whether this or that specific current or personality should or
should not be included under the broad labels “Gnosis” and “Western Esotericism”, but
experience shows that by and large they think of the same domain and the same currents
when they are using these terms.

The major exception, which therefore needs to be addressed here, concerns the impor-
tant question of “gnosis” and “esotericism” in the context of Jewish and Islamic culture.
As for the Jewish context, it is significant that in his Hebrew publications Gershom
Scholem preferred to speak not of Jewish mystics but of ba’aley sod (lit. “masters of the
secret”, translatable as “esoterics” in the typological sense referred to above);*° accordingly,

16 See entry “Occult / Occultism” in this Dictionary.

17 See entry “Esotericism” in this Dictionary.

8 See overview in Wouter ]. Hanegraaff, “The Study of Western Esotericism: New Approaches to Christian and
Secular Culture”, in: Peter Antes, Armin W. Geertz & Randi Warne (eds.), New Approaches to the Study of Religion
(Series “Religion and Reason”), Berlin, New York: De Gruyter, 2004, vol. 1, 489-519.

19 See notably Antoine Faivre, Access to Western Esotericism, Albany: SUNY Press, 1994, 3-47; Wouter J. Hane-
graaff, “Empirical Method in the Study of Esotericism”, Method & Theory in the Study of Religion 7:2 (1995), 99-
129; Antoine Faivre, “I’ésotérisme et la recherche universitaire”, in: Acces de I’ésotérisme occidental, 2nd revised ed.,
11, Paris: Gallimard, 1996, 13-42; several contributions in Antoine Faivre & Wouter J. Hanegraaff (eds.), Western Eso-
tericism and the Science of Religion: Selected Papers presented at the 17th Congress of the International Association
for the History of Religions, Mexico City 1995, Louvain: Peeters, 1998; Monika Neugebauer-Wolk, “Esoterik und
Christentum vor 1800: Prolegomena zu einer Bestimmung ihrer Differenz”, Aries 3:2 (2003), 127-165; Kocku von
Stuckrad, Was ist Esoterik? Kleine Geschichte des geheimen Wissens, Munich: C.H. Beck, 2004, 9-23.

20 Joseph Dan, “In Quest of a Historical Definition of Mysticism: The Contingental Approach”, Studies in Spiritu-
ality 3 (1993), 62-63.
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the English translation of his classic introduction as Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism
(1946) might be considered unfortunate. From both a historical and a theoretical per-
spective, excellent arguments could be adduced for including the entire domain of
“Jewish gnosis and esotericism” within the context of the present Dictionary, and along
similar lines one might argue in favour of including the domain of Islamic gnosis and eso-
tericism, which likewise tends to be referred to as “mysticism”.?* The editors are aware
of the cogency of the arguments that can be adduced in favour of a concept of “Gnosis
and Western Esotericism” that fully and systematically includes the three great Religions
of the Book; and they are acutely conscious of the fact that doing otherwise might be per-
ceived by some readers as reflecting a Christianity-centered bias that incorrectly seeks to
exclude Judaism and Islam from the domain of “European history of religions” or from
“Western culture” as such. No such exclusion or marginalization is intended here. The
decision to discuss the Jewish and Islamic dimensions as “influences upon” rather than
as integral parts of Gnosis and Western Esotericism was made not for theoretical but for
entirely pragmatic reasons. It reflects the fact that (partly due to linguistic barriers) the
disciplines studying Jewish and Islamic “mysticism” have so far developed relatively
independently and have already succeeded in achieving a certain degree of academic
recognition, at least in comparison to the field here referred to as “Gnosis and Western
Esotericism”. With respect to the latter, it is true that many specific currents covered by
the present Dictionary (particularly those pertaining to earlier periods) have long been
subjects of serious academic study, but only very recently have conditions begun to be
created — in the form of e.g. multidisciplinary conferences, academic institutions, mono-
graph series, or academic journals** — that allow them to be seen in a larger historical
context, so that their numerous historical interconnections are seriously explored and
these various currents can be perceived as so many aspects of a much larger domain.
Academic research into the later phases of the historical spectrum, from the Renaissance
and a fortiori from the 18th century on, has been most seriously neglected by earlier gen-
erations (mostly due to the influence of the now discredited “secularization thesis”
according to which these domains could not be anything more than marginal “survivals”
that would eventually succumb to the pressures of rationalization and secularization);*3
and again it is only quite recently that this situation is beginning to improve.*# By giving
equal attention to these later and quite recent historical developments as to those belong-

2t E.g. Annemarie Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions of Islam, Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1975;
Alexander Knysh, Islamic Mysticism: A Short History, Leiden, Boston, Kéln: E.]J. Brill, 2000.

22 Large and successful symposia on Western esotericism have been organized in the context of the quincentennial
congresses of the International Association for the History of Religions (I.A.H.R.) in 1995 (Mexico City), 2000 (Dur-
ban) and Tokyo (2005). Since 20071, E.]J. Brill publishers brings out an academic journal Aries: Journal for the Study
of Western Esotericism. Peeters publishers (Louvain) have been publishing a monograph series “Gnostica: Texts &
Interpretations” since 1997. An America-based “Association for the Study of Esotericism” was recently established
and organized a successful conference in 2004, and a Europe-based counterpart is in the process of being established.
Finally, an academic chair for the study of Western Esotericism having existed since 1965 at the Ecole Pratique des
Hautes Etudes (Sorbonne) in Paris, a second chair connected with a complete subdepartment and teaching program
(Bachelor and Master) was established at the University of Amsterdam in 1999 (see www.amsterdamhermetica.com).

23 The decline of the classic secularization thesis, the “return of religion”, and the concomitant emergence of new
theoretical frameworks (e.g. rational choice theory) have been much discussed in recent years, and this is hardly the
place for an overview of the debate and the pertinent literature. For an application to the study of Western Esotericism,
see e.g. Wouter J. Hanegraaff, New Age Religion and Western Culture: Esotericism in the Mirror of Secular Thought,
Leiden, New York, Kéln: E.J. Brill, t996/Albany: SUNY Press, 1998; and idem, “How Magic Survived the Disen-
chantment of the World”, Religion 33:4 (2003), 357-380.

24 A new interest in the relevance of 19th-/20th-century esotericism for understanding processes of modernization
is demonstrated by e.g. Joscelyn Godwin, The Theosophical Enlightenment, Albany: SUNY Press, 1994; Corinna Tre-
itel, A Science for the Soul: Occultism and the Genesis of the German Modern, Baltimore, London: John Hopkins Uni-
versity Press, 2004; Alex Owen, The Place of Enchantment: British Occultism and the Culture of the Modern, Chicago,
London: University of Chicago Press, 2004.
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ing to earlier periods, and thus establishing a “referential corpus” of primary and sec-
ondary texts pertaining to the complete historical spectrum, the present Dictionary hopes
to contribute to the current academic emancipation of “Gnosis and Western Eso-
tericism” as a comprehensive domain of research. Furthering collaboration with parallel
disciplines focused on Jewish and Islamic “mysticism” is part of that development, and
may well end up transforming our perception of all of them. As the hoped-for outcome
of such a future development, perhaps one day the time will be ripe for a Dictionary even
much larger than the present one, and which will fully include the Jewish and Islamic
along with the Christian and secular dimensions of “Gnosis and Western Esotericism”.

The above overview is based upon the premise that seemingly innocuous terminologi-
cal conventions are often the reflection of hidden or implicit ideological agendas. Perhaps
no other domain in the study of religion has suffered from such biases as seriously as the
one to which this Dictionary is devoted, for it covers more or less all currents and phe-
nomena that have, at one time or another, come to be perceived as problematic (mis-
guided, heretical, irrational, dangerous, evil, or simply ridiculous) from the perspectives
of established religion, philosophy, science, and academic research. Often these percep-
tions have led to serious distortions of the historical evidence, usually in the form of sim-
plified pictures of complex realities and the creation of imaginary “enemies”. The label
“Gnosis and Western Esotericism” is proposed here as part of a deliberate attempt at
overcoming such biases and moving towards a more neutral, accurate and balanced read-
ing of Western history of religion and culture; but obviously it would be extremely naive
to think that any terminology can be entirely free from such problems. The editors are
acutely aware of the fact that usage of the terms “Gnosis” and “Western esotericism” is
not limited to academic contexts, since both are also used in popular literature to pro-
mote various “spiritual” agendas and aspirations. Likewise they are painfully aware of
the ironical fact that the very attempt at gathering an enormous variety of currents and
personalities under one general umbrella might easily be mistaken, against all their inten-
tions, for just another attempt at reification and simplification, suggesting the presence
of some “universal gnosis” or abiding “esoteric truth”.?s Fortunately, however, the very
contents of this Dictionary provide the best antidote against such misperceptions: rather
than a repetitive series of variations on the same essential “truths”, the reader will find
here a dazzling variety of ideas and practices, reflective of ever-changing historical con-
texts and testifying to the remarkable creativity of the religious imagination. We hereby
offer this reference work to our readers in the hope that it will inspire them not only (if
it is permitted here to quote Gene Roddenberry’s Star Trek saga) “to boldly go where no
one has gone before”, but also to re-visit seemingly well-charted territories and discover
how much we still have to learn about them.

Wouter J. Hanegraaff
Amsterdam, September 2004.

25 See discussion of a number of representative cases in Wouter J. Hanegraaff, “On the Construction of ‘Esoteric
Traditions’”, in: Faivre & Hanegraaff, Western Esotericism and the Science of Religion, 11-61.
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Abano, Peter of > Peter of Abano

Abellio, Raymond (ps. of Georges
Soulés), * 11.11.1907 Toulouse,
1 26.8.1986 Nice

At the end of World War II and a development
that had led him from the left wing of the Socialist
Party, through Deloncle and Déat’s collaboration-
ist parties, to the Resistance Movement, Georges
Soules, a trained engineer, left politics for esoteri-
cism. He did so under the influence of Pierre de
Combas, a man well versed in esoteric traditions,
whom he met in 1943. Considered one of the great
French prose writers of his time, Soulés published
his works from 1946 until his death under the
pseudonym Raymond Abellio; they comprise a
play, novels, autobiographical writings and theo-
retical essays. By means of these various genres he
has developed an all-encompassing system for
interpreting the world and history, sustained by ele-
ments from the various esoteric traditions to which
Pierre de Combas had introduced him, and by the
Husserlian phenomenology that he encountered in
the 1950s.

In 1965 Abellio published his book La Structure
absolue (The Absolute Structure) which may be
considered the key to his philosophical system. The
“structure” in question is partly inspired by arith-
mological traditions [ Number Symbolism] and
“kabbalistic” gematria [~ Jewish Influences V],
along with other influences such as the I Ching, the
— Tarot, and — astrology; and partly it is inspired
by Edmund Husserl’s phenomenological philoso-
phy. The structure is visually presented as a sphere,
similar in some respects to the one presented by —
René Guénon in his Le Symbolisme de la croix
(1931), and which can be described as follows.
First, a horizontal cross (four angles of 9o degrees).
Second, a vertical line which runs across that cross,
passing through its middle. Third, the cross and the
line are enclosed within a sphere whose center is the
point of intersection between the horizontal cross
and the vertical line. By the same token, the sphere
has six poles (the four extremities of the cross, and
the two extremities of the vertical line); the point of
intersection is not a pole proper, but is considered
as important as the poles themselves. This three-
dimensional figure is supposed to provide impor-
tant insights into any domain (science, metaphysics,
philosophy, psychology, history, etc), and into the
relationships between them, provided that when-
ever one uses it, the poles have been properly
“qualified” in accordance with the kind of enquiry
one has chosen to carry out (i.e., the terms or
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notions one has decided to impart to each of the six
poles, whenever one makes use of the sphere, must
have been chosen in a pertinent way). Ontologi-
cally, as it were, the basic idea that underlies the
figure may be summarized as follows. The two lines
of the horizontal cross represent two dualities. The
extremities of the one line stand respectively for
our sense organ(s) and our body; the extremities of
the crosss other line stand respectively for the
“object” and the global “world” (the object “de-
taching” itself, in husserlian terms, from the
“world”). As a result we have two dualities, which
are said to be “turning” or “moving” around; but
not only horizontally, for they are also constantly
either tending upward toward the upper part of the
horizontal line (the “assumption” toward unity) or
descending along its lower part (descent toward
multiplicity). As for the center of the sphere, it
stands for the “transcendental Self”.

This structure Abellio claims to be “absolute”
because he considers it to be applicable — in the
context of a doctrine of “universal interdepend-
ence” or universal — correspondences — to all areas
of reality, including even history. It is supposed to
reveal the “invisible history”, or “metahistory”, of
civilizations, interconnected with psychology, poli-
tics, physics, biology, etc., as well as of the tran-
scendental Self of the human being. Two main
elements are said to distinguish the Abellian abso-
lute structure from the Husserlian scheme. First,
the fact that he considers his notion of “interde-
pendence” and “intersubjectivity” to be the start-
ing point of the gnostic experience to be achieved,
not as its end. Second, his notion of “intensifying
dialectic”, by which he means the dynamic move-
ment to be imparted to the sphere, it being under-
stood that, as already noted, its poles have been
properly “qualified”.

Abellio’s essays, works of fiction and autobi-
ographies all must be understood in the context of
this dynamics. They are reflective of an ongoing
process whose final term he calls the “assumption”
(Abellio readily uses Christian terminology: bap-
tism, communion, assumption, etc.) of the world’s
multiplicity into the “inner Man”. Man is thus sup-
posed to be able to achieve the complete unification
of that multiplicity, a unification that will end up
providing the subject with a “gnostic conscious-
ness”, also called “second memory”, by the same
token leading to the “transfiguration of the world”.
History — the real one as well as Abellio’s historical
fictions — then comes full circle, the past being con-
nected to the future in a present beyond time.

The various literary genres that comprise Abel-
lio’s work are closely interconnected. They all tend
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toward the same spiritual goal: the emergence of a
transcendental Self. The essays proceed analytically
and tend to use autobiographical material. The
autobiographical work describes the genesis of the
novels and of the essays, and integrates various
theoretical elements. Abellio considers the novel to
be the most complete form of writing, because it is
the most synthetic one. It is not strictly analytical
like the essay — it shows more than it demonstrates —,
and it is not unfinished like the autobiography. This
is why Abellio ascribes to his novels, which are
meant to be ‘a call to the reader’s active awareness’
(Visages immobiles, 11), a particularly potent ini-
tiatic value. Due to this primacy given to novelistic
fiction and its supposed power of initiation, Abel-
lio’s work occupies a place apart in 2oth-century
esotericism: it is certainly one of the rare cases
where novelistic material is presented as the cata-
lyst for a gnostic “transmutation of conscious-
ness”. Indeed, although Abellio announced the
“end of esotericism” through disoccultation (La fin
de I’ésotérisme, 1973) and systematically distanced
himself from the esoteric authorities of the past, his
thought presents all the elements typical of Western
esotericism: the notion of a transmutation of con-
sciousness, the interdependence of various degrees
of reality, a particular interest in natural phenom-
ena, the creative — imagination, symbolic herme-
neutics, and so forth. By virtue of this, he remains
one of the more interesting figures in French eso-
tericism in the 2oth century. In addition to his fame
as a writer, he is also noted as an epistemologist
whose views continue to be instrumental in foster-
ing interdisciplinary research and reflections.

Complete bibliography in: Antoine Faivre & Jean-
Baptiste de Foucauld (eds.), Raymond Abellio, Paris:
Albin Michel/Dervy, 2004, 391-420 ¢ Manuscript
legacy: Bibliothéque Nationale de France, coll. E 38-
b/370 ¢ Novels: Heureux les Pacifiques (1946), Paris:
Flammarion, 1979 ® Les Yeux d’Ezechiel sont ouverts
(1949), Paris: Le Livre de Poche, 1968 # La Fosse de
Babel (1962), Paris: Gallimard, 1984 ¢ Visages immo-
biles, Paris: Gallimard, 1983 ¢ Autobiography: Ma
derniére mémoire, vol. 1, Paris: Gallimard, 1971; vol.
11, Paris: Gallimard, 1975; vol. I1I, Paris: Ramsay, 1980
¢ Essays: La fin du nibilisme, Paris: Fernand Sorlot,
1943 ¢ Vers un nouveau prophétisme (1947), Paris:
Gallimard, 1963 & La Bible, document chiffré, Paris:
Gallimard, 1950 & Assomption de I’Europe (1954),
Paris: Flammarion, 1978 & La structure absolue, Paris:
Gallimard, 1965 & La fin de I’ésotérisme, Paris: Flam-
marion, 1973 ¢ Approches de la nouvelle Gnose, Paris:
Gallimard, 1981 & Manifeste de la nouvelle Gnose,
Paris: Gallimard, 1989.

Lit.: Antoine Faivre, “Raymond Abellio and the West-
ern Esoteric ‘Tradition’”, in: Faivre, Theosophy, Imag-
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ination, Tradition: Studies in Western Esotericism,
Albany: State University of New York Press, 2000,
229-248 ¢ Antoine Faivre & Jean-Baptiste de Fou-
cauld (eds.), Raymond Abellio (Cahiers de I'Her-
métisme), Paris: Albin Michel/Dervy, 2004 (with
detailed bibliography by Nicolas Roberti-Serebriakov)
¢ Marc Hanrez, Sous les signes d’Abellio, Lausanne:
L’Age d'Homme, 1976 ¢ J.-P. Lombard (ed.), Ray-
mond Abellio (Cahiers de 'Herne, no. 36), Paris: UH-
erne, 1979 ¢ La Structure absolue: Raymond Abellio.
Textes et témoignages inédits, journal Question de 72
(1987) ¢ Christine Tochon-Danguy, Les Romans de
Raymond Abellio: Une interprétation imaginaire de la
crise contemporaine, Lille: Ed. du Septentrion, 1997 ¢
Nicolas Roberti-Serebriakov, Georges Soules a la
lumiere d’Abellio, Raymond Abellio a la lumiere de
Soules: Etude philosophique, historique et psycho-
critique d’un gnostique frangais, thése de Docto-
rat, E.PH.E., Sciences Religieuses, Paris: Sorbonne,
2003.

JEROME ROUSSE-LACORDAIRE

AE (ps. of George William Russell),

* 10.4.1867 Lurgan, T 17.7.1935
Bournemouth

Theosophist, poet, prose author, artist, journal
editor, officer of the Irish Agricultural Organisation
Society, and member of the Irish Convention of
1917. George William Russell is best known by his
pen-name AE, which he adopted after a composi-
tor was unable to read more than the first two let-
ters of Aon, the Gnostic word for a higher being
with which he signed a letter to the editor of the
Theosophical journal Lucifer in 1888. Russell was
born into a Protestant family in the north of Ire-
land, and from adolescence onwards he experi-
enced visions of superhuman beings and of scenes
from the past and future, visions of which he
sought explanations in exoteric and esoteric litera-
ture. Soon he came to believe that he possessed
memories of previous lives. Around the age of
twenty, he was drawn towards the teachings of
Madame — Blavatsky, and he joined the Dublin
Theosophical Lodge about 1890. Thereupon he
embarked on seven years of intense study and sys-
tematic meditation. During this period, he made
his living as a retail cashier and shared a house, at
least intermittently, with other zealous Theosoph-
ists. Among these, from 1895, was Violet North,
whom he married in 1898. On one wall of the
house, he painted a still surviving mural of vision-
ary figures, and in 1894 he published Homeward:
Songs by the Way, the first of his many collections
of poetry. By the following year, having decided
that ancient Irish mythology embodied Theosoph-
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ical doctrine, he was becoming an enthusiastic
patriot. In 1896 he deduced from a vision that there
was about to appear in Ireland an avatar who
would recreate the nation after the imminent crum-
bling of the British Empire, and for the rest of his
life he hoped to see in the flesh the face that had
risen before his inner eye. From 1895 to 1896, he
was the student of the visiting American Theosoph-
ist James Morgan Pryse (1859-1942), who knew
Greek and expounded the esoteric meaning of the
New Testament.

In 1897, Russell was persuaded by his intimate
friend the poet > W.B. Yeats (1865-1939) to accept
employment in the agricultural co-operative move-
ment, which was designed to raise the Irish peasant
farmers out of material and mental poverty. Russell
believed that, like all human beings, they had fallen
from a higher state into the cycle of — reincarna-
tion, and he strove through this work to bring out
the buried nobility within them. For more than
seven years he persuaded poor men to help them-
selves by forming credit banks, planned schemes to
ameliorate hardship, and shouldered administra-
tive work. But his literary gift was not wasted, for
in 1905 he was appointed editor of the Irish Home-
stead, the weekly journal that existed to support
the agricultural co-operative movement, and he
held the appointment till the paper ceased publica-
tion in 1923. Meanwhile, disillusioned with the
Theosophical Society, he left it in 1898 to found his
own Hermetic Society [ Hermeticism and Her-
metic Societies], in which he taught his followers in
Dublin at weekly meetings. He continued to pub-
lish poetry, assisted other poets, painted landscapes
and visionary figures, and helped to found the Irish
National Theatre. As a patriot who combined his
nationalism with pacificism, he campaigned for
complete self-government for a united Ireland
within the British Empire. From 1923 to 1930, he
edited the Irish Statesman, a weekly designed to
foster the cultural and political life of the newly
independent Irish Free State. In 1930, while lectur-
ing in the U.S.A., he rejoiced in a brief reunion in
Los Angeles with James Pryse. His wife died in Feb-
ruary 1932, and eighteen months later, unhappy
with the narrow-minded provincialism engulfing
the Free State, Russell moved to London. He died
in a nursing home in Bournemouth in 193 5.

Russell’s early esoteric writings were published
in the Irish Theosophist from 1892 through 1897.
His principal mystical book is The Candle of Vision
(1918), which shows that his beliefs were as firmly
rooted in his own visionary experiences as in the
syncretism of Blavatsky’s The Secret Doctrine.
Towards the end of his life, disappointed that he
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had never encountered the Incarnation of his vision
of 1896, he described the imagined impact of such
a being in his romance The Avatars (1933). Even in
his editorial articles in the Irish Homestead, evi-
dence of his Theosophical world view occasionally
peeps out. Thus his reference to ‘the guardians of
humanity’ who will not allow the human race to
flee permanently from nature into city life (Notes of
the Week, 5.3.1911) refers to the Masters, per-
fected individuals who have ascended to a higher
plane to watch over human life on earth. Similarly
‘the secret Ruler of the World’, who seems to be
guiding farmers all over the earth into the co-oper-
ative movement, is the Planetary Spirit of Theo-
sophy (Notes of the Week, 7.1.1911). Russell’s
recommendation that systematic thought should
entail approaching any matter from three view-
points — its relation to consciousness or the human
spirit, to forces or energies, and to material things —
is based on the Theosophical trinity of primal
emanations from the Deity: the Logos or Divine
Mind, the Light of the Logos or the Divine Energy,
and the Archaeus or that aspect of the Divine from
which matter evolves. Russell’s poetry contains
many comparable allusions couched under such
seemingly vague phrases as “the Ancient One” (the
Planetary Spirit) and “the Mighty Mother” (the
Archaeus). In The Interpreters (1922), written dur-
ing the Anglo-Irish War and the Irish Civil War,
Russell traces socialism, nationalism and imperial-
ism to their roots in the Logos, the Archaeus, and
the Light of the Logos respectively.

Although Russell sought to spread the spiritual
knowledge that he found in Theosophy and the
science of penetrating to reality through inward
meditation, he probably had more success in pro-
moting the arts in Ireland, and he played a part in
the widespread quest in the early 20th century for
economic democracy as a means of stemming the
rural exodus. Most of his poetry has faded, but his
book The Candle of Vision continues to impress
many readers.

Homeward: Songs by the Way, Dublin: Whaley, 1894
& The Earth Breath and Other Poems, New York &
London: John Lane, 1897 & The Divine Vision and
Other Poems, London: Macmillan, 1904 ¢ Co-opera-
tion and Nationality: A Guide for Rural Reformers
from This to the Next Generation, Dublin: Maunsel,
1912 ¢ Collected Poems, London: Macmillan, 1913.
Expanded editions: 1915, 1919, 1926, 1935 ¢ Imagi-
nations and Reveries, Dublin & London: Maunsel,
1915. Expanded edition: Dublin & London: Maunsel
& Roberts, 1921 ¢ The National Being: Some Thoughts
on an Irish Polity, Dublin & London: Maunsel, 1916
& The Candle of Vision, London: Macmillan, 1918 ¢
The Interpreters, London: Macmillan, 1922 ¢ Voices
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of the Stones, London: Macmillan, 1925 (poems) ¢
Vale and Other Poems, London: Macmillan, 1931
¢ Song and Its Fountains, London: Macmillan, 1932 ¢
The Avatars: A Futurist Fantasy, London: Macmillan,
1933 & The House of the Titans and Other Poems,
London: Macmillan, 1934 ¢ The Living Torch (Monk
Gibbon, ed.), London: Macmillan, 1937 (selections
from the Irish Statesman) & Letters from AE (Alan
Denson, ed.), London, New York, Toronto: Abelard-
Schuman, 1961 ¢ Selection from the Contributions to
the Irish Homestead, 2 vols. (Henry Summerfield, ed.),
Gerrards Cross UK: Colin Smythe, 1978 ¢ The
Descent of the Gods Comprising the Mystical Writings
of G.W. Russell “A.E” (Raghavan Iyer and Nandini
Iyer, eds.), Gerrards Cross UK: Colin Smythe, 1988.

Lit.: W.Y. Evans Wentz, The Fairy Faith in Celtic Coun-
tries, London: Oxford University Press, 1911 (the
unnamed mystic of pp. 59-66 is AE) ¢ Monk Gibbon,
“A.E.”, in: The Living Torch, 3-81 (see above) ¢ Diar-
muid Russell, “&£”, Atlantic Monthly 171 (February
1943), 51-57; repr. in Selections from the Contribu-
tions to the Irish Homestead 1, 1-10 (see above) ¢
Henry Summerfield, That Myriad-minded Man: A
biography of George William Russell “AE™ 1867-
1935, Gerrards Cross UK: Colin Smythe, 1975.

HENRY SUMMERFIELD

Agrippa, Heinrich Cornelius, * 1486
Nettesheim, T 1535 or 1536 Grenoble

German Humanist and theoretician of — magic.
Agrippa’s family belonged to the middle nobility in
Nettesheim, near Cologne. He studied in Cologne
from 1499 to 1502, when he received the degree of
magister artium, and later in Paris. During his stud-
ies in the latter city, Agrippa seems to have taken
part in a secret circle or self-help society, the mem-
bers of which were interested in studying res
arcanae, and with whom he tried to remain in con-
tact in later years. In 1508 he traveled to Spain,
where he got involved in an adventurous military
campaign to seize a fortified castle near Barcelona.
From there he continued traveling, by way of
Valencia, the Baleares, Sardinia, Naples, Avignon,
and Lyon. Agrippa’s family was by tradition in the
service of the Roman Emperors, and thus in his
early years as well as later he served as a captain in
the army of Maximilian I, Holy Roman Emperor,
who awarded him the title of Ritter or knight. His
irregular career as a university professor began at
the university of Dole (Burgundy) in 1509, where
he was given the opportunity to lecture on —
Johannes Reuchlin’s De verbo mirifico, and wrote
his De nobilitate et praecellentia foeminae sexus
(On the Nobility and Excellence of the Feminine
Sex), partly no doubt in an attempt to win the
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favour of Margaret of Austria. Agrippa’s lectures
attracted much interest and earned him a doctorate
in theology, but he was forced to leave the city in
15710, after having been attacked by the Franciscan
prior Jean Catilinet for judaizing heresy. His study
of Reuchlin’s work first suggested to Agrippa the
project of a radical restoration of magic. In the win-
ter of 1509-1 510 he discussed this with = Johannes
Trithemius, to whom he dedicated the first draft of
his De occulta philosophia (On the Occult Philos-
ophy), which remained unpublished for the time
being. Trithemius — whose own experiences had
taught him caution — advised him to persevere with
his studies but to ‘talk about arcane secrets only
with proper friends’.

Having left Déle, Agrippa went to London, from
where he wrote his Expostulatio super Expositione
sua in librum De verbo mirifico (Operall, 508-518)
in an attempt to defend himself against Catilinet’s
accusations. He repeated his ideas about Reuchlin’s
De verbo mirifico, and affirmed that his Christian
faith was in no way incompatible with his appreci-
ation for Jewish thought and exegesis: ‘Tam a Chris-
tian, but I do not dislike Jewish Rabbis’. While in
England, he met the Humanist and Platonist John
Colet, with whom he studied the Epistles of Paul;
and we know that in the following years he was
working on a commentary on the Epistle to the
Romans. Having returned to his hometown
Cologne, at the Faculty of Theology he gave some
religious disputations — unfortunately lost — on reli-
gious practices in the contemporary church.

From 1511 to 1518 Agrippa lived in northern
Italy, and was involved in the conflict between the
French and Imperial armies: first in the service of
the Emperor Maximilian and later in the circles of
William IX Paleologus. In these years he came into
contact with Agostino Ricci and perhaps Paolo
Ricci, and deepened his knowledge of the writings
of = Marsilio Ficino, > Giovanni Pico della Miran-
dola, and the kabbalah [~ Jewish Influences III].
He took part in the schismatic Council of Pisa
(r512), but his loyalty to the Roman Church is
attested by a letter (Agrippa, Opera I, 710) in
which Pietro Bembo, the secretary of Pope Leo X,
thanks him and acknowledges his orthodox posi-
tion. Afterwards he lived for several years in Pavia,
where he lectured at the University. His first course
was probably devoted to Plato’s Symposium (1512),
and in 1515 he lectured on Ficino’s Pimander.
Around the same time he composed the Dialogus
De homine, which remained unpublished during
his lifetime and has survived only in a fragmentary
state; based upon Pico della Mirandola’s Hepta-
plus, it is full of references to the > Hermetic liter-
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ature. Agrippa married his first (Italian) wife in
Pavia, and experienced here one of the happiest
periods of his life.

As a consequence of the 1515 French victory at
Marignano, where the duchy of Milan was re-
conquered and the imperial army defeated,
Agrippa had to flee from Pavia. He had to leave
behind many of his manuscripts, which were later
recovered by one of his friends. He moved to
Casale, where he wrote his Liber de triplici ratione
cognoscendi Deum (Book on the triple way of
knowing God) dedicated to his protector William
Paleologus. As in earlier and later works, he refuted
scholastic theology and emphasized faith rather
than human reason as the exclusive way to approach
God. His Dehortatio gentilis theologiae, probably
written in this period, was based upon a convivial
talk given by Agrippa to some friends a few years
after his course on the Pimander. He significantly
warned them, and all intellectuals, not to go too far
in their admiration for the Hermetic writings and
neglect the primacy of Christian revelation: ‘if, by
taking away secretly, so to speak, the rich spoils
from their illegal possessors, the Egyptians, and by
elevating yourselves with their riches, you enrich
the Church of God, then I no longer advise against
pagan literature, but I recommend it to you’. In
Turin, his last Italian stay, he lectured on the Epis-
tles of Paul in 1516: it was to be his last appearance
in a university context.

After a short intermezzo at the court of Charles
III, Duke of Savoy, Agrippa was employed in 1518
as public advocate and defense lawyer in the free
imperial city of Metz. On the eve of the Reforma-
tion the religious and theological debate was explo-
sive. Agrippa and his humanist friends followed the
developments with great interest and often with
sympathy for the Reformers, without going as far
as supporting the schism. It is worth noting in this
context how in De peccato originale (1518), as in
some other writings, Agrippa addressed the prob-
lem of salvation: faith is central, while reason is
accorded only a secondary role. Agrippa was quite
original, furthermore, in suggesting that original
sin had consisted in the act of sexual intercourse,
and in holding Adam rather than Eve responsible
for the Fall. In this same period he also got into a
conflict with the Dominicans, Claude Salin in par-
ticular, over his support of > Lefévre d’Etaples’s De
una ex tribus Maria. Leféevre had argued against the
popular opinion that Saint Anne had been married
three times and had given birth to three daughters:
Mary the mother of Jesus, and two other Marys
who were considered to be mothers of Apostles.
The conflict turned very nasty, with professional
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teachers sermonizing against Agrippa from the
pulpit.

In his capacity of legal advisor to the magistrate
of Metz, Agrippa played a crucial role in a famous
witch trial in 1519, where he defended a woman
accused of witchcraft and, as a result, got into great
trouble with the Inquisition. The woman was
accused because her mother was considered a
witch, and the pact with the devil was believed to
be hereditary; but Agrippa argued that the sacra-
ment of baptism was stronger than the pact with
the devil. He implicitly accused the inquisitor not
only of acting contrary to human decency, the law,
and the spirit of Christianity, but also implied that
his implicit denial of baptism as a sacrament was
heretical. Although Agrippa succeeded in saving the
accused’s life, his conflict with the Dominican
authorities made his position in Metz untenable
and forced him to leave.

Agrippa moved with his wife and child back to
Cologne, where he stayed for a year, apparently
without regular employment. Here his wife fell ill,
and she died soon after, probably during the travel
with her husband to Geneva, where Agrippa
became a citizen and worked as a physician. He
remarried a few months later, with a woman from
Geneva who would bear him six children. They
traveled to Fribourg early in 1523, where Agrippa
continued to work as a physician and gained in-
creasing recognition as a progressive thinker.

He made the mistake of leaving Fribourg in 1524
and accept a position in Lyon, as physician to Louise
of Savoy, Queen Mother of France. Agrippa’s ex-
pectations were disappointed, for the Queen forced
him to write astrological prognostications —a prac-
tice he despised — and suspected him of being a par-
tisan of Charles of Bourbon, who was fighting
against the King on the side of the Emperor. The
Queen’s treasurers refused to pay him his salary,
and the court ridiculed him behind his back; at the
end of 1527 Agrippa finally left his employment,
but his criticisms of the Queen later caused him to
be imprisoned for a time. In spite of his troubles in
Lyon, Agrippa managed to remain productive. He
wrote a commentary to — Llull’s Ars Brevis and a
declamation De sacramento matrimonii (On the
sacrament of marriage); and in september 1526 he
completed one of his most important works: the
declamation De incertitudine et vanitate scien-
tiarum et artium atque excellentia verbi Dei (On
the uncertainty and vanity of sciences and arts, and
on the excellence of the word of God). Apart from
his financial troubles, his wife was ill as well, and
De incertitudine certainly reflects his depressed
mood at the time.
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In 1528 a new and more successful phase in
Agrippa’s life began, with his appointment in
Antwerp as advisor and historiographer to the gov-
ernor of the low countries, Margaret of Austria. He
wrote speeches, historiographical works and a doc-
ument with instructions about an expedition to the
Turks. Among the increasing number of students
who sought him out was Johann Wier (r5135-
1588), who would study with him for four years.
At the Imperial Court Agrippa had an influential
friend, Eustache Chapuys, an Erasmian humanist
(later Charles V’s ambassador in England) to
whom he later dedicated his Querela. The first
years in Antwerpen seem to have been relatively
peaceful and happy for Agrippa. He was able to
devote himself to studies in the occult sciences, and
in 1529 managed to publish a volume of collected
writings; they contained largely theological writ-
ings, but also a text on the treatment of epidemic
disease. A second edition published in 1532 also
contained treatises on monastic life and on the
relics of Saint Antony. In August 1529 Agrippa’s
peace was interrupted when his wife died of the
plague that was sweeping Antwerp. While most of
the town physicians fled the city, Agrippa remained
on his post, only to be accused by his colleagues
later, for illegal practice.

Agrippa had obtained an Imperial Privilege to
publish several of his works, including De incerti-
tudine; but after it had been published, in 1530,
Princess Margaret began to suspect him of hetero-
doxy and solicited the opinion of the Theology Fac-
ulty of Louvain. She died in December, before her
suspicions could be confirmed by the theologians,
but Agrippa’s troubles were not over: Charles V’s
brother, Ferdinand, detested the contents of De
incertitudine and wrote about it to the Emperor.
The inquiry was continued, and the Louvain theo-
logians judged parts of his work heretical. Agrippa
wrote an Apologia in his defense, and a Querela
against those who were attacking his good reputa-
tion with the Emperor; but meanwhile the Sorbonne
theologians attacked and banned De Incertitudine
as well, for favouring Lutheranism. As a result of
this increasing hostility, including accusations of
black magic, Agrippa’s position at the court became
unstable and he no longer received payment. In
August 1531 he was briefly imprisoned for debt in
Brussels.

In the same year appeared the first book of his De
occulta philosophia, dedicated to the progressive
Archbishop elector of Cologne, Hermann von
Wied, who played an important role in supporting
his work in spite of the opposition. However, the
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Inquisitor of Cologne, Konrad Kéllin, denounced
De occulta and its author as heretical before the
City Council. In his response to the Council,
Agrippa accused the theologians of hindering the
reform of the Church with their battle against
humanists such as Reuchlin and Erasmus (who in a
letter to Agrippa praised De incertitudine, but did
not want to get involved in the controversies).
Against the witch-hunters, whom he claimed were
more interested in their own profit than in matters
of faith, he seems to have issued a pamphlet
denouncing the dangerous misdeeds of the Domi-
nicans; but we only know of this work thanks to a
reference in Sisto da Siena’s Bibliotheca Santa.
Finally, Agrippa wrote a preface to a work by a Cis-
tercian monk, Godeschalcus Moncordius, in which
he opposed the Cisterciansian methods against
those of the Dominicans.

According to Johannes Wier, Agrippa married a
third time, but his wife (a woman from Malines)
betrayed him and he repudiated her in 153 5. From
1532 on he seems to have resided mainly in Bonn.
In 1533 appeared the final and complete version of
De occulta philosphia, as well as his commentary
on Llull’s Ars Brevis. Agrippa’s last surviving letter
dates from the middle of 1533, and for the final
years of his life we are dependent on Wier’s
account. According to him, Agrippa went to Lyon,
where he was briefly imprisoned by King Francis,
but released thanks to the intercession of friends.
He died in Grenoble in 1535 or 1536 and his body
is —ironically — buried in a Dominican church.

In spite of his profound religiosity and his deep
knowledge, Agrippa was always in danger of being
considered a dangerous outsider by the representa-
tives of mainstream Renaissance culture. He lived
in an age marked by religious turbulence and never-
ending wars. While he liked to adopt an attitude of
being “above the parties”, Agrippa did not hesitate
to criticize Catholics and Lutherans alike. Nomi-
nally a Catholic, he appreciated Luther, whose
attack against the abuses of the church and initia-
tives for reformation he claims were never intended
to destroy the idea of the Church itself. Agrippa’s
epistolary reflects his ambiguity in this regard: in a
letter to his friend Campeggi (Opera 11, 1o10-
1012), he expresses his hope that the Church will
soon be reunified and ‘freed from the impiety of the
heretics and the darkness of the Sophists’ (that is to
say: the scholastic theologians). The successive let-
ter, dated 17 September 1532, is addressed to
Melanchton and is famous because of its reference
to ‘that unconquered heretic Martin Luther’ (a for-
mulation repeated in De incertitudine, but in a less



7

favourable context). Discussing Agrippa’s relation
to contemporary Reformation currents, Paola
Zambelli (1967) has placed him in the context of
the radical Reformation and the spiritualists,
nicodemism in particular.

In the De nobilitate et praecellentia foeminae
sexus (published in 1529) Agrippa argued, against
the traditional misogynic perspective, that women
are superior to men, even though the representa-
tives of the public sphere from which they had long
been excluded did not accept this point of view. At
the beginning of the 15th century a feminist trend
had emerged in France, Italy and Spain, contra-
dicting the traditional idea of female inferiority,
and the responsibility of woman for original sin;
inspired by the Roman de la Rose, it presented
women as good, noble and pure. The originality of
Agrippa’s treatise lies in his use of kabbalistic and
neoplatonic sources [ Neoplatonism], according
to which woman is an immediate manifestation of
the divine, a principle of original life. For Agrippa
all the virtues of Nature were evident in woman,
considered superior by him because of her proxim-
ity to the divine. The treatise is important for hav-
ing introduced into France the Platonic and
Ficinian cult of beauty, according to which woman
is the mediator between the human and the divine.
As to the question of why women were excluded,
he argued that this had to do with social condi-
tions, education, and the prejudices of the age:
obstacles that could be removed.

Agrippa’s most notorious work, his masterpiece,
and the one which gave rise to his undeserved rep-
utation as a black magician, is his De occulta
philosophia, whose final version in three books
was published in 1533. It is a systematic synthesis
of “occult philosophy” or “magic” (Agrippa origi-
nally wanted to call it De magia): the first book
treats of the natural magic relevant to the sublunar
or elementary world; the second book discusses —
number symbolism, mathematics, > music and —
astrology as relevant to the celestial world; and the
third book is largely Christian-kabbalistic, focus-
ing on angelology and prophecy as relevant to the
highest or intellectual world. Magic emerges from
Agrippa’s magnum opus as the most perfect sci-
ence, by means of which one may come to know
both nature and God. Prior to the final version of
1533, Agrippa’s thinking as reflected in De occulta
philosophia passed through several stages. The
book has been called “a neoplatonic credo”: the
influence of Ficino and Pico is evident, but less
famous authors such as — Lazzarelli play a sig-
nificant role as well. The first version — an ency-
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clopaedic review rather than a treatise — most
clearly reveals Agrippa’s profound dependence on
his predecessors, Reuchlin in particular. The final
draft, as pointed out by Perrone Compagni, reveals
a more mature grasp of the subject and of his
claims about spiritual rebirth as necessary for reli-
gious reform. The latter should take place step by
step: one must progressively remove one’s ties to
the blinding theology (scholasticism in particular)
that conceals the real meaning of the Holy Scrip-
tures. Through continuous contemplation of divine
things, the soul may free itself from the lure of the
senses. In his dedicatory letter to Trithemius,
Agrippa seeks to explain how magic, which the
ancient philosophers considered the highest sci-
ence, could have fallen into such disrepute; he
argues that ‘by a certain corruption of times and
men’, many dangerous errors and superstitions
crept in, and false philosophers prefixed the title of
“magic” to their heresies and wicked practices. It is
Now necessary to restore magic to its former state
of the purest kind of religion; and from the Third
Book one can deduce that Agrippa conceived of the
latter largely in terms of Christian kabbalah.

In his other great work, De incertitudine,
Agrippa seeks to show the relativity of all human
knowledge, as compared to God’s word as the only
foundation of true certainty, by means of an inci-
sive attack on all the sciences and arts. Echoing
Erasmus’ Encomium Moriae, Agrippa satiricizes
various beliefs, deploring the superstitions that
have ruined the original purity of the Christian
Church. The work has been incorrectly interpreted
as a revival of Greek scepticism; but actually,
Agrippa’s aim was to build a new concept of faith,
based on divine revelation more than on Church
interpretation, and to expose the blindness and
arrogance of the school-theologians. The Bible
should be restored to a leading role in Christian
belief and practice. Marc van der Poel has located
Agrippa within the Ciceronian tradition, and
shows how De incertitudine can be considered the
culmination of Agrippa’s battle against the scholas-
tic theologians.

There has been much scholarly debate about
what might seem to be a contradiction between
Agrippa’s defense of the occult sciences in De
occulta philosophia, and his description of all
human sciences as “vain and uncertain” in De
incertitudine. However, the contradiction can be
largely resolved by recognizing how sharply
Agrippa distinguished between reason and faith: he
criticized the scholastics for ignoring this distinc-
tion and thereby confusing the study of created
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things with the study of divine things. The author-
ity of God’s revelation in the holy Scriptures
‘cannot be grasped by any judgment of our senses,
by any reasoning of our mind, by any syllogism
delivering proof, by any science, by any specula-
tion, by any contemplation, in short, by any human
powers, but only by faith in Jesus Christ, poured
into our soul by God the Father through the inter-
mediary of the Holy Spirit’ (De incertitudine, in
Opera, 299). Divine matters are not a matter for
debate but an object of faith; in contrast, we are
permitted ‘to philosophize, dispute, and formulate
deductions by means of our intellect concerning all
created things’, as long as we do not put our faith
and hope in them (De originale peccato, in Opera,
553). From that perspective, one understands how
the occult sciences can be a legitimate object of
study, even though they must be considered “vain
and uncertain” as a basis for absolute religious
certainty. Accordingly, De occulta philosophia
ended with a discussion of how to live a religious
life that may make one worthy of receiving divine
revelations.

Many unsubstantiated rumours began to circu-
late about Agrippa already during his life. The
most influential portrait was presented by Paolo
Giovio (1483-1552) in his Elogia virorum illus-
trium, which describes him as a man with a power-
ful mind, through which he tried to destroy the
République des lettres. The most enduring part of
Giovio’s portrayal concerns Agrippa’s death and
the legend of his black dog. Agrippa’s love for ani-
mals and his passion for his dog (whom he called
“monsieur”) was interpreted by the Italian human-
ist as proof that the dog was no one else than the
devil. Two later authors, Andreas Hondorff and
André Thevet, accepted the story and contributed
to its diffusion. The legend was disputed by
Agrippa’s pupil Johann Wier, in his De praestigiis
daemonum ac incantationibus (1563). Wier also
attacked the attribution to Agrippa of a magical
text known as the “Fourth Book of Occult Philos-
ophy?”, the contents of which seemed to confirm his
reputation as a black magician. A different literary
tradition, influenced by several thinkers from
Rabelais to Apollinaire and Thomas Mann, and
including — Goethe, looks at Agrippa as an arche-
type of the Faust figure.

As Pierre Bayle wrote in his Dictionnaire, despite
his great knowledge Agrippa was considered mal-
heureux because of his great curiosity, his all too
free spirit, and his unstable mood. With his restless
journeys, he indeed seems to embody the spirit of
the Renaissance. It is regrettable, although perhaps
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not surprising, that this outstanding thinker has
gone down in history as little more than a magi-
cian, for precisely Agrippa’s ambivalent position
with respect to various religious and intellectual
issues central to his time, and the very ambiguity of
his combination of magic and skepsis in the search
for truth, make him a fascinating representative of
Renaissance culture. In any case, his De occulta
philosophia is considered the standard summa of
Renaissance magic, and has exerted an incalculable
influence on later magical and esoteric traditions.
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Albertus Magnus, * ca. 1200 near
Lauingen, T 15.11.1280 Cologne

1. LIFE 2. WORKS 3. WORKS OF
QUESTIONABLE AUTHENTICITY 4. SAINT
AND MAGICIAN

1. LIFE

German philosopher and theologian, one of the
most influential Aristotelian [~ Aristotelianism]
synthesizers of the 13th century, Dominican friar,
teacher of Thomas Aquinas (c. 1225-1274). Albert
was born into a Swabian family of knights and
joined the Dominican order when he was a student
at Padua, receiving the habit from Jordan of Sax-
ony in 1223. It seems likely that he was sent to
Cologne to make his novitiate and study theology
from the local lector. Later, probably in the early
1240s, he was sent to Paris to lecture on the Sen-
tences under the Dominican Master Guéric of St.-
Quentin (Dominican Master 1233-1245). In 1245,
Albert succeeded Guéric as Dominican Regent
Master, a position he held until 1248. During this
period Albert met Thomas Aquinas, who arrived in
Paris in 1245 during Albert’s first year as Regent
Master. In 1248 Albert returned to Cologne with
Thomas to establish the first Studium Generale in
Germany in association with the new Dominican
cloister of Heilige Kreuz. He remained in Cologne
as Regent Master of the Studium Generale from
1248-1254 (Thomas returned to Paris in the fall of
1252, becoming Regent Master there in 1256).

Among the earliest works certainly known to
have come from Albert’s hand are public lectures
he delivered during this period as Master at
Cologne on — Pseudo-Dionysius Areopagita’s De
divinis nominibus and (although he was engaged
to teach theology, not philosophy) on Aristotle’s
Ethics, a work lately made available in translation
by Robert Grosseteste (c. 1175-1253). Albert
appears to have been unworried by the Parisian
bans on Aristotle early in the century and the papal
reiteration of the need to purge the Aristotelian
corpus of error in 1231. An independent thinker
whose interest in the natural sciences and Aris-
totelian philosophy were lifelong, Albert saw no
essential conflict between science and theology,
believing that philosophical truth, faithfully sought,
could only support, not detract from, the truth of
theology. By the mid-1250s, the acceptance of at
least some of Aristotle’s works into the official
Parisian curriculum was likely influenced by the
interest shown in the Aristotelian corpus by Albert,
Thomas, and others of their contemporaries who
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had taught at Paris and shared similar views on the
need to maintain a productive relationship between
philosophy and revealed truth.

In 1254, Albert was elected Prior Provincial of
the Province of Teutonia. The province at that time
included something over 50 priories, all of which
Albert engaged to visit personally on foot (Domini-
cans being forbidden the use of horses or wagons).
He resigned from this job in June of 1257 in Flo-
rence and by 1258 he had returned to Cologne to
resume his position as lector at Heilige Kreuz. It
was not long, however, before another set of ardu-
ous administrative duties imposed themselves. In
1259 Albert was requested by the Papal Curia to fill
the position of Bishop of Regensburg (also called
Ratisbon). Albert had already shown skill as a
mediator of conflicts, and a diplomatic touch was
needed for this post, since the unpopularity of the
previous Bishop had resulted in a forced resigna-
tion, and the acephalous diocese was now torn by
strife and bankrupt. After consideration Albert
decided to accept the position against the advice of
the Master General of his order, putting himself
under direct obedience to the Pope. Though tech-
nically this move released him from obedience to
the Master General, it is clear that Albert never
ceased to regard himself as a Dominican, obeying
the rules of the order so far as it was in his power
to do so, and also that the order did not cease to
consider him one of their own.

By 12671 the affairs of the Regensburg diocese
had been sufficiently organized for Albert to feel
able to hand his duties over to a locally chosen
bishop. He headed toward Italy to deliver his resig-
nation to the Pope, whose unexpected death
resulted in a year’s delay before the election of a
new bishop could be confirmed under the auspices
of the new Pope, Urban IV (1216-1264). Nothing
is known with certainty of Albert’s activities during
the remainder of 1261 and 1262, though it is
presumed likely that he remained in Viterbo to
wait for the outcome of the election, renewing his
acquaintance with Thomas Aquinas and others he
had known in Paris. In 1263, Pope Urban IV
appointed Albert Preacher of the Crusade in Ger-
many, Bohemia and all German speaking lands.
Dutifully undertaking the commission, Albert trav-
eled through Germany and the Netherlands, laying
down (one imagines with relief) his peripatetic
preaching office on the death of Urban IV in Octo-
ber of 1264.

From 1264-1267 Albert retired to the Domi-
nican cloister in Wiirzburg. There is evidence that
he took part in mediation of local disputes while
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working to finish the corpus of Aristotelian para-
phrases. In 1268 Albert was in Strasbourg resolv-
ing a dispute at the request of Pope Clement IV
(Pope 1265-1268), and in 1269 he was called back
to Cologne by the Dominican Master to reside
there as lector emeritus. In the last years of his life
in Cologne he worked on his paraphrase of the
pseudo-Aristotelian Liber de causis and several late
theological works while being called upon at inter-
vals to act as mediator and to consecrate churches
and other ecclesiastical structures. The legend that
he went to Paris in 1277 to register his protest
against the rumored condemnation of the ideas of
his disciple Thomas Aquinas (who predeceased
him in 1274) is probably unfounded. Albert was
over eighty years old when he died in Cologne on
November 15th, 1280.

2. WORKS

Albert’s corpus is substantial (his Opera omnia
takes up 38 volumes in the Borgnet edition) and
contains a roughly equal quantity of theological
and philosophical writing, including lectures and
commentaries on the Bible, on Lombard’s Sen-
tences, on the Pseudo-Dionysius, and a large and
important body of commentaries on or “para-
phrases” of Aristotelian works. In addition to the
writings definitely known to belong to Albert, there
are several treatises which were attributed to him
through the later Middle Ages and Early Modern
period, but which are now considered to be of
questionable authenticity. The questions surround-
ing attribution are not straightforward, since in
some cases works unlikely to have been composed
by Albert still seem to be under his influence. In one
case (that of the Speculum astronomiae) the attri-
bution to Albert is still a matter of active scholarly
debate. These works will be dealt with in a separate
section.

Of the authentic works of Albert, the Aris-
totelian paraphrases are probably the most impor-
tant, not only to subsequent natural philosophy,
but also to the history of Western Esotericism. As
Albert explains at the opening of the Physica, these
works were undertaken at the request of his
Dominican brothers who wished to have all of
Aristotelian natural philosophy laid out for them in
an accessible way. Albert tried to follow the order
of Aristotle’s works, using the Aristotelian titles
but paraphrasing (rather than citing and comment-
ing on) Aristotle’s words, presenting additional
information at appropriate points to clarify and
supplement the Philosopher’s ideas, and adding in
new material where discussions of topics appeared
to be left incomplete. The paraphrases thus ad-
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hered to the spirit of Aristotle (as Albert under-
stood it) more than to the letter, not only because
Albert freely included new material, but also
because he was not shy about contradicting Aristo-
tle’s opinions when he felt they were inconsistent
either with his personal experience or with facts he
had learned from other sources.

In his understanding of the natural sciences,
Albert drew on a broad range of material extend-
ing from the Church Fathers to the works of Ara-
bic philosophers, and including not only the major
commentators on Aristotle, but also anonymous
treatises on various natural subjects, works of
image — magic, —> alchemy, and other medieval
Hermetica [~ Hermetic Literature II]. While skep-
tical of the extraordinary claims of magical and
alchemical texts, Albert’s quest for information
about the natural world included perusal of many
such works, and he respected the facts they
reported when these seemed consistent with his
own general or experiential knowledge. He refers
to alchemy and alchemical operations repeatedly in
the De caelo et mundo, the Meteora, and in the
Mineralium libri V, where Book IV is particularly
concerned with alchemical categories, and — Her-
mes Trismegistus is a frequently cited authority. In
Book II of the same work, he discusses sigils and
image magic, calling it ‘that part of necromancy
which is dependent on astrology’ (Wyckoff, 127)
(here and elsewhere in his philosophical writings
Albert uses the word “necromancy” in the benign
sense indicated by Charles Burnett). Consistent
with the practice of many who compiled herbals
and books of remedies, Albert included in his De
vegetabilibus a final section (part VI) devoted to
uses of plants less theoretically plausible, but pre-
sumably empirically attested, which contains over
a dozen references to magic arts and incantatores.
Albert’s works generally bear the stamp of a wide-
ranging mind which enjoyed taxonomy and sys-
tems of classification. He rejected no plausible
source of information out of hand, and preferred,
where he could, to reconcile attractive philosophi-
cal systems rather than champion one at the
expense of another.

For all these reasons Albert’s paraphrases played
an important part in putting the Aristotelian cos-
mos together for subsequent thinkers. He was one
of the earliest and most important writers to inte-
grate Arabic Aristotelianism into Christian natural
philosophy, and his influence on medieval and
Renaissance thinkers following him was profound.
Less idiosyncratic than friar - Roger Bacon, less of
a rigorous Augustinian than Thomas Aquinas, his
natural universe remains wide open to influences
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from the heavens. No doubt in part for this reason
he is something of a favorite among the medieval
auctoritates in the Early Modern period, praised by
— Ficino, relied upon by Pomponazzi, an Aris-
totelian cornerstone of — Pico della Mirandola’s
9oo Conclusiones, and cited as an authority in
over a dozen places in = Agrippa’s De occulta
philosophia (where, to give comparative examples,
Thomas is cited in six loci and Roger Bacon only in
three — not that the influence of any of these
thinkers should be considered as strictly confined
to loci where they receive citations). It was proba-
bly advantageous that Albert’s diplomatic gifts,
Christian life of service, and reputation for saintli-
ness conspired to make his name eminently citable;
there were few other medieval philosophers so
friendly to Hermetic thinking whose names could
so unimpeachably be used to adorn the esoteric
claims of Renaissance philosophers.

3. WORKS OF QUESTIONABLE

AUTHENTICITY

Works attributed to Albert but of doubtful or
questionable authenticity include two Books of
Secrets (the De secretis mulierum and the Secreta
or Experimenta Alberti also called the Liber aggre-
gationis), a De mirabilibus mundi, around thirty
alchemical treatises, and the important biblio-
graphic work known as the Speculum astronomiae
which categorizes texts of image magic according
to their dependence on astral influence. Some of
these works have been shown to be dependent in
whole or in part on Albert’s authentic writings.
Lynn Thorndike demonstrated that the De secretis
mulierum — a gynecological manual that was used
as a medical textbook — is in part a compilation of
medical information extracted from Albert’s para-
phrase the De animalibus (possibly by a student or
disciple of Albert’s), and the Experimenta Alberti
lifts some of its material from Albert’s Mineralium
libri V in its section on the uses of stones (though
other sections of the work do not depend on
Albert’s authentic writings).

Concerning the treatises on alchemy, the most
important both in terms of manuscript count and
potential likelihood of correct attribution is the
Semita recta or Libellus de alchimia, a version of
which was included in the Borgnet edition of
Albert’s Opera. Concerning its attribution, Pearl
Kibre suggests that ‘its clear, concise, and well
ordered account of the subject resembles Albert’s
treatment of other topics of natural science in his
authentic compositions’ (Kibre 1942, 500). It is a
feature of all the earliest alchemical texts attributed
to Albert (including the Semita recta, the Alkimia
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minor, the De occultis naturae, and the Composi-
tum de compositis), that they show a deference to
his style, many of these works putatively composed
(like the Aristotelian paraphrases) at the request of
Albert’s Dominican brothers who wish to have the
scientific elements of alchemy explained to them in
an accessible way.

The question of attribution of the Speculum
astronomie is so difficult to resolve with any cer-
tainty that it is worth briefly summarizing the
issues at stake. While objections have been raised
concerning the work’s attribution to Albert from
the early part of the 20th century, some suggesting
that it might have been composed by Roger Bacon,
these objections were countered by convincing
arguments in favour of Albert’s authorship by Lynn
Thorndike and subsequently by Paola Zambelli. In
brief, the Speculum resembles Albert’s thinking; it
shows the same style of preoccupation with taxon-
omy; it refers to works he is known to have read. It
is impossible to nail the attribution down as firmly
as might be wished, however, because the manu-
script tradition does not begin to attribute the
Speculum to Albert until the mid-14th century, nor
is it mentioned as Albert’s work in any texts dating
from prior to that time (though attributions after
the mid-14th century are consistent; that is, no
manuscripts of any period are known which attrib-
ute the text to anyone else). From the earliest
period of the controversy it has been pointed out
that certain statements in it are inconsistent with
Albert’s views as expressed elsewhere in his writ-
ings, but arguments from attitude can go both
ways. As Thorndike pointed out early on, there is
considerable inconsistency in any case between
Albert’s views as expressed in his authentic works;
in general he tends to express himself more conser-
vatively in his theological mode than he does in his
philosophical mode (Thorndike 1955, 426).

More recently it has been argued by Bruno Roy
that the Speculum is the work of Richard of Four-
nival — a suggestion more plausible than the argu-
ments in favor of Roger Bacon (since it is known
that the author of the Speculum consulted Richard
of Fournival’s library), but suffering from the same
lack of certitude in the area of manuscript attribu-
tion as trouble the arguments in favor of Albert’s
authorship. Roy suggests that if Albert did not
write the work, he may well have read it — some-
thing which is almost a necessary postulate for
those who do not believe that Albert wrote it, given
the fact that Albert mentions so many of the works
that are listed in it. The debate cannot be conclu-
sively settled except by the discovery of further
manuscript evidence, but in the meantime, it
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remains as difficult to dismiss the idea of Albertine
attribution as to prove it. The Speculum was an
important touchstone for Renaissance Esotericism;
many of the Albertine citations in Agrippa’s De
Occulta Philosophia Libri Tres are to this work.

4. SAINT AND MAGICIAN

Like other natural philosophers of his era, Albert
was the subject of numerous posthumous legends
which made him into a magical and alchemical
adept. If all that was said of his reputation in this
regard was not strictly justified by the facts, never-
theless there is some continuity between his real life
and his reputation, just as some continuity is
observable between his questionable works and his
authentic writings. Albert had perused volumes of
magical and hermetic writings as already noted,
and had also observed alchemical procedures in
laboratory conditions, as he mentions in several
places in the Book of Minerals, though it is proba-
bly not true (as one manuscript suggests) that he
was a teacher of alchemy who took Roger Bacon as
a disciple. Albert was also known for working mir-
acles of another sort, and in the end the growth of
his reputation for sanctity outstripped the growth
of his reputation for magic. It is interesting that a
Vita composed in the mid 1480s with a view to his
eventual canonization devotes about a quarter of
its pages to the refutation of the exaggerated mag-
ical claims laid upon him. In 1484, the Pope gave
permission to the Dominicans of Cologne to cele-
brate Albert’s Feast on November 15 — a gesture
that was equivalent to beatification, though Albert
was not finally canonized until 193 1.
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Alchemy I: Introduction

1. FROM ALCHEMY TO ALCHEMIES 2. THE
“SPIRITUAL” INTERPRETATION 3. ALCHEMY
AND THE SCIENTIFIC REVOLUTION

4. ALCHEMY AND CHEMISTRY

Alchemy is a subject of enormous intrinsic inter-
est but one which has long proven difficult to grasp
properly. The last thirty years, however, have wit-
nessed a remarkable florescence of scholarly work
on the subject, which has shed much new light
on this obscure subject and brought forth signi-
ficant revisions and advances in our understanding
of it.

Whereas it was common just half a century ago
for historians of science to dismiss alchemy out-of-
hand as a “pseudo-science” or to deploy it merely
as a foil against which to set the origins of modern
science, the unsuitability of such attitudes has now
become apparent among serious scholars, and such
prejudiced readings of alchemy are in the process of
passing away. An enormous amount of work, nev-
ertheless, remains to be done in the field, for many
aspects and developments of alchemy remain very
incompletely understood. One important part of
the remaining work is the continued dismantling of
erroneous views of alchemy promulgated since the
Enlightenment which have, despite their dubious
qualifications and origins, deeply tinctured a major
part of the literature on alchemy written during the
19th and 20th centuries. Four interrelated, and
now increasingly rejected, features of these earlier
treatments are identifiable: first, the notion or
assumption that alchemy is a largely monolithic
tradition, bearing little significant internal articula-
tion or dynamic development over time or cultures;
second, the concept of alchemy as an essentially or
primarily spiritual, psychic, or self-transformative
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endeavor; third, the idea that alchemy ran counter
to, was a non-participant in, or non-contributor to
the scientific developments of the period character-
ized as the Scientific Revolution; and fourth, the
belief that alchemy was something clearly distin-
guishable (in terms of goals, practices, and practi-
tioners) from chemistry prior to the 18th century.

1. FROM ALCHEMY TO ALCHEMIES

The idea of alchemy as largely monolithic in
character comes partly from the rhetoric of early
modern alchemical themselves. Oft-
repeated mottoes such as “the Sages all say one
thing”, the drawing of mythic histories and
genealogies of alchemy to stress its supposed antiq-
uity, and the desire of aspiring alchemists to uncover
the secret knowledge known to and hidden by
their predecessors (for example, preparing the
Philosophers’ Stone) conspire to give the impres-
sion of a tradition that remained largely constant
over time, cultures, and practitioners. The ambigu-
ity of alchemical writings, moreover, allowed for
their broad reinterpretation by subsequent alchem-
ists (and others) to create the appearance of a har-
mony of views among authors who, when treated
critically, show very little actual agreement. In
fact, the diversity and dynamism within historical
alchemy is sufficiently extensive that historians
have now begun to group individual authors and
practitioners within “schools” and to see the dif-
ferences among their practices and goals. Many
alchemists, for example, were interested predomi-
nantly in bringing about metallic transmutation,
generally by means of the Philosophers’ Stone.
Others, like — Paracelsus or Alexander von Such-
ten, downplayed this aspect of alchemy in favor of
medicinal applications. Some emphasized produc-
tive processes of all sorts — distillation, refining, salt
or pigment manufacture, etc. —along the lines of an
early chemical industry. Some emphasized the the-
ological implications of alchemical work, while
others ignored this dimension entirely. Many writ-
ers and practitioners pursued several or even all of
these goals, and this brief catalogue does not even
mention the important intersections of alchemy
over its long history with fine art, theatre, litera-
ture, religion, political and social movements, and
many other areas of culture and society.

Even within any one of just the early modern
European groups there exist diversities of theoreti-
cal, philosophical, or operational frameworks. We
can speak of, for example, Mercurialists, who
sought the matter for the Stone in common mer-
cury, and contrast these with Sendivogians who
sought for it in some sort of niter. Likewise,

writers

ALCHEMY I: INTRODUCTION

Scholastic = Aristotelianism appealed as a system
to some alchemists — like Geber and Gaston Duclo —
while Neoplatonic [~ Neoplatonism] or other
notions appealed to others. Some alchemists took a
rigidly mechanistic view of their processes, while
others adopted non-mechanical or vitalistic views,
with yet others falling at all the possible gradations
in-between. The critical point is that we cannot
blithely extend the example of a single individual
or group of individuals to make claims broadly
about alchemy as a whole. While this situation ren-
ders a comprehensive understanding of alchemy
far more difficult, it also makes it a far more inter-
esting subject of study, and in fact, one less alien
from other branches of human inquiry.

2. THE “SPIRITUAL”

INTERPRETATION

The idea of a monolithic, constant, and ancient
“tradition” within alchemy received a boost from
the development of the spiritual interpretation of
alchemy in the 19th century. A key event here was
the publication of Mary Anne Atwood’s Suggestive
Inquiry into the Hermetic Mystery (1850). Atwood
reduced all “true” alchemy to a quest for spiritual
elevation operating through Mesmeric trances, the
knowledge of which, along with - animal magnet-
ism, she believed to be a secret tradition dating
back at least to the ancient Greeks. Alchemical
writers who apparently busied themselves with
actual laboratory operations, were, according to
Atwood, mere “literal souls” who failed to per-
ceive the hidden truth of alchemy, and were not
“real” alchemists at all; they were in fact, in her
words, as “blind” as the chemists and other scien-
tists of her day. Such a division — which plays upon
a common rhetorical device employed in early
modern alchemical texts where the wise author
routinely differentiates himself from imposters and
false alchemists — helped give rise to a putative
division of alchemy into “esoteric” and “exoteric”
aspects. These terms are still encountered today,
but when they are applied to early modern alchemy
their validity is questionable. There is no evidence
that a majority, or even a significant fraction of pre-
18th century European alchemical writers and
practitioners saw their work as anything other than
natural philosophical in character, as even the pro-
lific occultist writer > A.E. Waite (1857-1942) was
forced to admit toward the end of his career in
1926. Nonetheless, Atwood’s treatise touched off a
surge of interest in alchemy within the context
of Victorian occultism [~ occult/occultism]. Al-
though Victorian and subsequent alchemy is
extremely interesting in its own right, its popularity



ALCHEMY I: INTRODUCTION

has become an obstacle to understanding earlier
alchemy because the spiritual interpretation’s uni-
versal historical claims about the intent and con-
tent of pre-18th century alchemy are untenable.

It is important to clarify the distinction between
19th century occultist views of a self-transforma-
tive “spiritual” alchemy and the actual religious
dimensions of pre-18th century alchemy. Many
early modern alchemists stressed how alchemical
truths and religious truths support and reveal one
another. Likewise, the language of alchemy is full
of religious terminology such as death and resur-
rection, glorification, and extensive parallels with
Biblical texts, the life of Christ, and even the sacred
liturgy. The power of fire or the Stone to purify
metals is sometimes related to Christ’s freeing men
from sin. And of course, early alchemists fre-
quently stressed the sanctity and divine favor
needed for success. Yet such expressions of piety, as
well as the synoptic, analogical view of the truths
of the universe (whether natural or supernatural)
typical of early modern thought (not just of
alchemy) and the extensive use of religious imagery
as a source of metaphor is widely different from the
19th century’s identification of alchemy with Mes-
merism, self-illumination, and psychic transforma-
tion. Indeed, the majority of alchemists (though
not all) were at pains to stress that their art oper-
ated naturally upon natural substances. Even if
among the broad diversity of alchemists one could
identify a few who seem to promote a view more or
less akin to the r9th-century interpretation, this
feature could not be proposed as characteristic of
alchemy since the majority of alchemists clearly did
not hold it.

A major (and, in a critical historical sense,
deleterious) outgrowth of the Victorian occultist
fascination with alchemy is the psychological in-
terpretation put forth by — Carl Gustav Jung.
According to Jung, alchemy is not about physical
(chemical) processes at all but rather about psycho-
logical developments occurring within the prac-
titioner. The metaphorical language and strange
phenomena filling alchemical tomes actually record
hallucinatory ‘irruptions of the unconscious’ which
are ‘projected’ from the alchemist’s psyche onto the
contents of his flasks. Despite the inherently un-
likely character of this notion, it has had enormous
influence on the understanding of alchemy even
among otherwise sober historians of science. Be-
sides the fact that there are few outside the ranks of
avowedly Jungian analytical psychologists who
continue to assent to Jung’s views, recent scholarly
investigations of alchemy have undermined Jung’s
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construct. In the first place, there is now no ques-
tion that the vast majority of early modern
alchemists were deeply involved in practical pur-
suits, which they carried out and interpreted with
clear-headed, conscious thought. Studies of obscure
alchemical language show how even some of the
most bizarre metaphorical expressions and emblems
can be comprehensively “decoded” into chemical
operations. Some of these decoded processes have
even been reproduced in modern chemical labora-
tories, providing occasionally evocative visual
results — such as the growing of a spectacular
“Philosophical Tree” from gold. The physical
appearance of such results, taken together with the
delight and fertility of early modern culture in
drawing analogies and similitudes affords more
immediate and more likely explanations for the
origins of at least some alchemical imagery than the
invocation of so shaky a construct as irruptions of
a collective unconscious. Moreover, the inspection
of private manuscript materials, for example the
laboratory notebooks of George Starkey (1628-
16635, alias Eirenaeus Philalethes, a favorite exam-
ple for Jung), indicate clearly how he consciously
encoded laboratory results in extravagant allegori-
cal guise for public view while he maintained clear,
precise expressions for private circulation, and
even how he went about deciphering the metaphor-
ical texts of his predecessors into chemical opera-
tions he could test practically in the laboratory. The
affinity of Jung’s interpretation with the r9th-cen-
tury occultists’ spiritual interpretation is clear in
their common sundering of alchemy from practical
chemical processes and their description of alchem-
ical transformation as taking place within the prac-
titioner; neither has withstood critical historical
scrutiny.

3. ALCHEMY AND THE SCIENTIFIC

REVOLUTION

Given the currency of spiritual and psychological
interpretations of alchemy, it is not surprising that
many in the early generation of 2oth-century pro-
fessional historians of science, especially those
most influenced by positivist tendencies, denied to
alchemy any place in the history or origins of mod-
ern science save perhaps as a counter-example.
Their dismissal of alchemy often echoed sentiments
voiced against alchemy in the 18th century, e.g.
that it was entirely fraudulent, or that it was simply
part of the “occult” (a word poorly defined in this
context) which was supplanted by the progress of
reason. Thus, influential figures like George Sarton
cast alchemy into the scorned bin of “pseudo-
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sciences” alongside — witchcraft, black — magic,
and necromancy, bedfellows alchemy had acquired
predominantly by the writings of the 18th-century
philosophes.

Yet the last three decades of the 2oth century
have witnessed a major shift in this perception.
First, the profound alchemical interests and com-
mitments of several thinkers recognized as key to
the development of the physico-mathematical sci-
ences central to master narratives of the Scientific
Revolution were revealed. — Isaac Newton, —
Robert Boyle, John Locke, and others were shown
to have invested enormous time and energy in tra-
ditional alchemical pursuits. Other notable schol-
ars such as Daniel Georg Morhof, Pierre Gassendi,
and Olaus Borrichius are now known to have taken
alchemy seriously and seen it as no less a part of
natural philosophy than astronomy or natural his-
tory. Second, a closer, more contextualized study of
individual alchemists has shown not only the inad-
equate — indeed, sometimes caricatured — portray-
als of them current in the secondary literature, but
also the significant contributions which alchemy
has brought to the development of early modern
science. For example, alchemy brought forth such
principles as an emphasis on the determination
and conservation of weight in chemical processes,
well-developed and explanatory particulate matter
theories, analysis and synthesis as tools for under-
standing nature, the power of human artifice to cre-
ate new or improved products over natural ones,
and perhaps even the notions of force key to New-
ton’s physics.

4. ALCHEMY AND CHEMISTRY

The last of the obstacles to understanding
alchemy which were mentioned at the outset can be
seen as a parallel to the segregation of alchemy
from the scientific mainstream (both in the 18th
and the 19th to 20th centuries). This is the frequent
division of alchemy from chemistry as if the two
were only marginally contiguous. This division
was made quite clearly by the work of Hélene Met-
zger in the 1920s, with alchemy as vitalistic and
inherently “primitive” on the one side, and chem-
istry as mechanistic and “scientific” on the other.
The division was recapitulated in Marie Boas’ stud-
ies of Boyle and in quite a bit of historical writing
down to the present. Yet until about the end of the
17th century, the terms alchemy and chemistry
were used largely interchangeably, and did not
carry their modern definitions and distinctions.
The division between the two terms dates from
around 1700, and is tied up with a number of
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issues, including the professionalization and insti-
tutionalization of chemistry at this time and the
desire to insulate the newly professionalizing field
from the criticisms to which earlier transmuta-
tional endeavors had been prone. Thus “alchemy”
then became equated with gold-making (and gen-
erally fraud), while “chemistry” encompassed
most everything else which could previously have
been called either alchemy or chemistry. The
important point is that it is distorting and histori-
cally inaccurate to read our current distinction
between the terms back into the 17th century and
earlier, and thus to imagine the existence of
“chemists” and “alchemists” as distinct groups at
that time. Use of the archaic (and inclusive) term
chymistry for speaking comprehensively about the
undifferentiated alchemy/chemistry of the early
modern period has been suggested as a solution.
Likewise, for the sake of greater clarity, a revival of
archaic, but more precise, terminology has also
been advocated, for example, chrysopoeia (gold-
making) and less commonly argyropoeia (silver-
making) to describe metallic transmutational
chymistry, iatrochemistry or chemiatria to describe
medicinal applications, spagyria to label Paracel-
sian-inspired attempts to create more potent sub-
stances by analysis and resynthesis, and so forth.

Much work is still required (and on-going) to fill
out our understanding of so difficult and diverse a
field as alchemy. Such fresh understanding will be
advanced when we avoid making unnecessarily
broad statements about the intent and content of
alchemy as a whole, and instead carry out studies
which adequately localize alchemical thought — of
whatever century — in its due context of time and
place. In particular, the new understanding now
being gained of pre-18th century alchemy (or
“chymistry”) requires the recognition and rejection
of preconceptions arising from anachronistic and
untenable interpretations which date from the r9th
and 2o0th centuries.
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A. HisTORY

1. INTRODUCTION

Alchemy possesses both a practice and a theory.
The theory can appear as a speculative nature-
philosophy of Greek origin, or as a metaphorical
code for processes of purification and initiation
occurring both in the alchemical work and in the
soul of the alchemist. Such recurrent metaphors of
suffering, death and resurrection are rooted in the
mysticism of ancient myths and mystery-cults. It is
no accident that these stages of the alchemical
work are already present in the first available
alchemical text from the 3rd century A.D., the
Physika kai Mystika of Pseudo-Democritos, which
derives from Bolos of Mendes in the 3rd century
B.C. A further variety of the concept “alchemy”
concerns the alchemists’ quest for the panacea,
which heals both men and metals like a medicine.
This medicinal aspect has its origin in Arab
alchemy and becomes very significant in Western
alchemy, where it influences > Jean de Rocquetail-
lade (Rupescissa) and then — Paracelsus and the
Paracelsians [ Paracelsianism]. The panacea can
be produced from plant or animal matter, or from
minerals alone.

One cannot simply speak of “alchemy”, but
must distinguish its practical, theoretical, nature-
philosophical, mystical and medical aspects. Among
alchemists there are, correspondingly, scientists,
medical men and mystical seekers after truth, and
even charlatans.

The West took over the concept of “alchemy”
from the Arabic (al-kimiya) and its Latin forms
include “alkimia”, “alquimia”, “alchimia” and
“alchemia”. The prefix “al-” is simply the definite
article in Arabic, but the etymological root of
“chimia” is controversial. Its attribution to a myth-
ical hero or prophet cannot be taken seriously.
Equally untenable is its application to one of the
“sons of God” in Genesis 1 and Joshua 2, named as
Chemes, Chimes or Chymes in the apocryphal
Book of Enoch, as > Zosimos and Olympiodoros
report. Even its derivation from the Egyptian word
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keme (black), denoting the black soil of Egypt and
thus a metonym for Egypt itself, whereby alchemy
would signify “the Egyptian Art”, has not been
widely accepted. Nowadays it is usually traced
back to the Greek work cheo (to pour). Accord-
ingly, chymeia or chemeia would mean the craft of
pouring molten metal. In view of what we under-
stand by “alchemy” today, it is possible that the
Greek word cheein (pouring) became confused
with the Egyptian kem (black) in Hellenistic Egypt.

If one looks for the Greek word chemeia in the
usage of Hellenistic and Byzantine alchemists, one
finds it to be disappointingly rare, for they prefer
to speak of a “holy art”. By contrast, the Latin
word chymia is frequently encountered in the
medieval West, moreover synonymously with the
introduction of the Arabic term, thus “alchemy”
(Lat. alchimia). Not until the advent of the mod-
ern period is chymia used for the more practical
art to distinguish it from the more theoretical
alchemey.

2. THE ALcHEMICAL WORK

Alchemy endeavours to produce noble metals,
precious stones, the panacea, and above all the
Philosopher’s Stone. On the one hand, it seeks to do
this by finding the right mixture (Eukrasia) of nat-
ural substances according to the ancient doctrine of
elements and qualities. Alternatively, it adds the
Philosopher’s Stone, usually a powder or elixir pre-
pared from an unknown substance, to the base
metal. But first of all this unknown substance must
be reduced to the prima materia (first matter). This
occurs in the alchemical process, the “Great Work”
(opus magnum) which passes through various
stages. According to the colours that appear, these
are called nigredo (black), albedo (white), citrinitas
(yellow), rubedo (red) among others. This change
of coloration may be observed when an amalgam
of copper and mercury is heated. According to the
amount of evaporating mercury, white, yellow, red,
and with further heat, grey and black colours are
seen, described by alchemists as the cauda pavonis
(“Peacock’s Tail”). These stages are described in
various numbers and orders, but most often appear
as follows:

1. Calcination, i.e. oxidation by heating. Metal
oxides are thus known as “metal calcinates”.

2. Solution, i.e. dissolution in sharp (“mercu-
rial”) liquids.

3. Putrefaction, i.e. decomposition. The solution
in the closed vessel is gently heated in warm
compost or a warm water bath to induce fer-
mentation and thus stimulate digestion. The
resulting black colour (nigredo) is seen as death,

ALCHEMY II: ANTIQUITY-I2TH CENTURY

depicted as the “black raven”, which is shortly
resurrected as the “white dove” (albedo).

4. Reduction, i.e. the recovery of the fugitive
“spirits” during the calcination process by
means of a fluid (“philosophical milk”), where-
upon a yellow coloration (citrinitas) appears.

5. Sublimation, i.e. by adding the “spiritual”
substance the matter in the glass vessel attains
a higher level than the prima materia. This vio-
lent reaction is seen as the raging of the “red
dragon”. A red coloration (rubedo) occurs.

6. Coagulation or Fixation, i.e. the solidification
of the elevated and purified matter according
to the principle “solve et coagula”.

7. Fermentation is only rarely mentioned, it means
the addition of a small amount of gold (“yeast
of gold”) to accelerate the process.

8. Lapis philosophorum, i.e. the Philosopher’s
Stone, the prima materia elevated and purified
into ultima materia (supreme matter). It is usu-
ally described as a heavy, dark red, shining
powder. When heated, it acquires a waxy
consistency (ceratio), but it solidifies again on
cooling.

9. Multiplication, i.e. a greater amount of Stone
can be made from a little of its residue.

10. Projection, i.e. the throwing or strewing of the
Stone powder onto a base metal, which is
thereupon allegedly transmuted into gold (sil-
ver in the Lesser Work). This process is also
called Tinctura or “tingeing” (colouring) and
is analogous to the application of the panacea
or elixir in medicine.

It is thus evident that a base material is supposed
to be reduced to prima materia and then ennobled.
There are parallels for this in the individuation
process described by = C.G. Jung as the develop-
ment of a mature personality, as well as in the
myths of Osiris and Isis, mystery-cults, > mysti-
cism, and solar and cosmic symbols of eternity (e.g.
the Ouroboros symbol). However, the processes
described are only comprehensible against a back-
ground of nature-philosophy. Its basis is the
nature-philosophy of Aristotle [ Aristotelianism].

A thing only exists, when the “form” (eidos) is
added to “matter” (hyle). “Matter” is the passive
principle in things, “form” the motive, pure activ-
ity. One can even say that “matter” is pure poten-
tiality (Gk. dynamis; Lat. potentia) which is
realised through “form” (Gk. energeia; Lat. actus).
Only formed matter is real as an individual thing
and reality consists of such individual things
making up “substance” (ousia). Aristotelian “form”
means not just the external shape of things, but its
essential form, its type. As an entelechy (entelécheia,
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something that contains or realises a final cause), it
carries its own purpose within itself, which leads to
the external form of the thing. In a universal hier-
archy of purposes, each thing becomes “matter”
again, once it reaches a higher essential form, as the
seed becomes the tree. Ascending this hierarchy, the
share of “matter” is constantly decreasing, while
that of “form” increases, up to the purest, quite
immaterial form of God. In this Aristotelian teleol-
ogy, God is not only the end, but also the cause of
the chain of movement, the first unmoved mover,
who always maintains movement and in this man-
ner continually shapes the world with a purpose.

The Aristotelian idea that all things are striving
teleologically towards more complete forms exer-
cised a fundamental influence in all alchemical
theory. The associated notion of a passive prima
materia, however, does not appear among alchem-
ists as an Aristotelian metaphysical principle, but
as a substance as among the Stoics and akin to the
apeiron of the Pre-Socratic Anaximandros or the
primal clay in Plato’s Timaios.

Alchemy destroys a base metal by eliminating its
specific nature, and then infusing the remaining
matter with a new, nobler essence. The oldest Hel-
lenistic literature describes the base metal as being
cured of its “sickness” and restored to prima mate-
ria. Then one adds a tincture (colouring preumata,
“spirits”), which produces a white or yellow col-
oration as in silver and gold. This could be either a
serious imitation of nature or mere trickery. Magi-
cal interpretations of metallurgical observations
underlie these early attempts at transmutation,
which went no further than coloration. The early
metallurgists making alloys established that the
alloy exhibited other properties than the molten
metals. Copper and tin have a different colour and
are softer than bronze, and likewise golden brass is
produced from red copper and earthy zinc oxide.

The idea of a single ennobling agent, the best
known being the Lapis philosophorum, is a further
development in which ideas of natural > magic
may have played a role. The production of the
Stone through the stages of the Great Work (opus
magnum) is also based on the notion of reducing an
initial substance to prima materia, and then giving
it a new, more perfect form. A small quantity of the
Stone so produced is then projected onto the base
metal, so that this loses its “sick” form and is trans-
muted into the ultima materia of the Stone, the lat-
ter acting as a yeast in a fermentation process. As a
symbol of eternity and the eternal life of the gods
among the Egyptians, gold alone among the metals
possesses this perfect “form”.

The idea of prima materia, summoned into being
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by the formative spirit and constituting all material
existence implies that everything is one, as is ex-
pressed in the famous 11th-century Greek copy of
a Hellenistic alchemical manuscript (No. 299, fol.
188 verso, Biblioteca Marciana, Venice). Here one
sees the Ouroboros symbol, the snake or dragon
consuming its own tail, signifying eternity, endless
change and renewal, with the caption hen to pan
(everything is one). If everything has arisen from
the One and is one, then all things must be trans-
mutable into anything.

Alchemical theory was thus based on these early
procedures, first in Greek and later in Arab al-
chemy, together with the Aristotelian notion of
being (prime matter being given form). To these
ideas were added further theories drawn from
Greek nature-philosophy.

3. THE DOCTRINE OF THE ELEMENTS

The Ionic nature-philosophers regarded each one
of the elements as the primary substance. In his
didactic poem On Nature, Empedocles of Agrigent
(c. 500-430 B.C.) created the classical doctrine of
the elements. Adopted by Aristotle, this doctrine
dominated the natural sciences and medicine until
the late Middle Ages. It holds that all things consist
of the “four root powers”, namely the elements
Fire, Air, Water and Earth, in a particular mixture.
Two basic forces, “conflict” and “love”, separate
them and bring them into new combinations.
However, these four elements are not identical with
the fire, air, water and earth of empirical experi-
ence. They are rather invisible basic materials, the
principles of solidity (Earth), fluidity (Water),
vaporosity (Air) and combustibility (Fire). Only
their chief properties (solid, fluid, vaporous, burn-
ing), but in a mixed rather than pure form, can be
seen in the empirical elements.

Using his basic doctrine of the elements, Empe-
docles sketched out a theory of matter in which the
four philosophical elements were composed of
imperceptible small parts, elementary corpuscles,
theoretically divisible but immutable. Variations of
this theory are found in Anaxagoras of Klazomenai
(c. 500-425 B.C.) and Plato (427-348/7 B.C.).

Classical atomic theory is distinct from such cor-
puscular theories. It is rather a further variant of
corpuscular theory, distinguishing itself in that the
atoms are indivisible, differing in form and size and
scattered through empty space. It derives from
Leukippos from Miletus (mid-5th century B.C.)
and Democritos from Abdera (c. 460-370 B.C.),
who extended the theory.

Aristotle’s criticism of corpuscular theories,
especially the mechanistic conception of atoms as



19

in Democritos, tended to inhibit their acceptance.
Nevertheless, corpuscular theory can be seen in
Epicuros of Samos (341-270 B.C.), Titus Lucretius
Carus (c. §60-633), the leaders of the 12th-century
schools of northern France like Adelard of Bath
(c. To70-after 1146), William of Conches (c. To8o-
1154), and even Hugo of St. Victor (end of 11th
century-11471) and likewise among Salerno doctors
like Alfanus, archbishop of Salerno (d. 1085) and
Urso (second half of 12th century). Scholastics, e.g.
— Roger Bacon (c. 1219-¢. 1292), even succeeded
in deriving a kind of corpuscular theory from Aris-
totle (Physics, Book I, Chap. 4) and spoke of the
smallest particles of all things (minima naturalia).
Above all, corpuscular theory plays a role in the
Summa perfectionis of the Latin Geber at the end
of the 13th century, theoretically the most solid
medieval alchemical text, and the one most widely
read in this period. The scientific methodology of
Aristotle is fundamentally empirical, but unlike the
atomists he does not conceive of natural processes
in a mechanical and quantitative manner, but as an
interaction of principles and qualities. This physics
of qualities dominates the theory of alchemy and
medicine until the advent of modern science.

Aristotle supplements the fourfold scheme with a
fifth element, the quinta essentia, “quintessence”
or “ether”, which constitutes the heavens and
stars. This “ether”, also known as spiritus, and as
pneuma by the Neo-Platonists, regulates the cor-
rect mixture of the sublunar elements, when form-
ing terrestrial things from prima materia.

The notion of an ideal mixture of elementary
qualities is present not only in the preparation of
the Philosopher’s Stone but also dominates the
Hippocratic and Galenic medicine of the Middle
Ages. Ever since Hippocrates of Kos (c. 460-377
B.C.), and also evident in the Corpus Hippo-
craticum, rational medical treatment was directed
towards the maintenance or restoration of health,
conceived as Eukrasia, i.e. the correct mixture of
the four cardinal bodily humours of blood (sanguis),
yellow gall (cholera), black gall (melancholia)
and phlegm (phlegma). By contrast, sickness was
Dyskrasia, the wrong mixture. These basic compo-
nents of humoral pathology, which prevailed dur-
ing antiquity and the Middle Ages, already appear
around 400 B.C. in the text On the Nature of Man
(Chap. 4), by Polybos, known as the son-in-law of
Hippocrates.

The perfect mixture of the elements, qualities
and humours plays a prominent role in both the
alchemy and medicine of the Middle Ages until
Paracelsus’ dethronement of humoral pathology.
Both sciences are based on Pre-Socratic and Aris-
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totelian nature-philosophy as well as on the funda-
mental view that everything is a unity. In Aristotle,
the ether influences the sublunar world. From its
Mesopotamian and Egyptian origins onwards, —
astrology seeks to establish relations between the
stars — principally the seven ancient planetary
gods Moon, Sun, Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter,
Saturn - and terrestrial events and destinies. It has
many connections with alchemy and medicine.
Like magic, it sees divine and demonic forces at
work everywhere. Such animistic notions are
rooted in pre-scientific times and were passed on
through the mythologies of the Babylonians, Egyp-
tians, Greeks and others. Based on the idea of —
correspondences, even the metals were matched,
because of their appearance, to the planets and
their powers: gold to the Sun, silver to the Moon,
mercury to Mercury, copper to Venus, iron to
Mars, tin to Jupiter, and lead to Saturn.

The earth with its “perfect” spherical form stands
at the centre of the Aristotelian world-picture.
Around it revolve the seven planets and, in a
counter-rotation, the sphere of fixed stars. The
earth is the primal mother Gaia, constantly giving
birth to new things. Aristotle described the origin
of the metals in his Meteorology, as being formed
in the earth’s interior from dry earthy and moist
watery evaporations. With the exception of gold,
all are imperfect due to an earthy mixture and their
solidification without watery
stituents. He attributes the fusibility of metals to
the element of water, their solidity to the element of
earth. In Arab alchemy, indeed already in the Liber
misericordiae within the Corpus Jabirianum (8th-
1oth century), the composition of all materials,
even metals, is traced back to the two principles of
Sulphur and Mercury, which are in turn composed
of the four elements. Sulphur, the principle of com-
bustibility, consists of Fire and Air; Mercury, the
principle of fusibility, of Water and Earth. These
terms do not denote natural sulphur and mercury.
From this time on, the Sulphur-Mercury theory
dominates alchemy, only being briefly rivalled in
the 14th century by the Pure Mercury theory. How-
ever, the latter is really only a variant of the Sul-
phur-Mercury theory, as it assumes that the
principle of Sulphur is already contained in that of
Mercury. The purest and finest substance of this
Mercury gives permanence to the metals (and all
things), while Sulphur corrupts them.

Animistic tradition regards everything as alive,
as moved by demons and spirits and their energies
(dynameis). In this view, Sulphur is represented
as the Sun, masculine, and linked to the element
Fire (hot and dry). Mercury is seen as the Moon,

sufficient con-
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feminine, and assigned to the element Water. Their
mixture is conceived as sexual intercourse. The
Arab Turba philosophorum (9th-1oth century)
describes the elixir for producing gold as the union
of masculine and feminine.

Through Arab alchemy based on its Greek pred-
ecessor, this dualistic conception of matter reaching
far back to prehistoric and mythological sources
was extended into a triad of body, soul and spirit,
which was in turn related to all of creation and
applied to the idea of the Philosopher’s Stone. In
the 16th century the triad appears as Salt, Sulphur
and Mercury, denoting the principles of matter, in
the work of Paracelsus (1493-1541).

Considered in the context of psychology and
mysticism, alchemy expresses in word and image a
supreme spiritual endeavour to reach a goal that
moves ever further away, the more costly the efforts.
Speaking in images, and leading to paradox, al-
chemy has much in common with mysticism, in
respect of this process of endless purification lead-
ing towards a goal. In an objective sense, this goal is
always receding and can only be perceived subjec-
tively. The mystical search for the hidden god is par-
alleled by the quest for the hidden Philosopher’s
Stone or panacea in alchemy. The salvational quests
of both mysticism and alchemy lead through puri-
fication and illumination by contemplation to the
goal of unio mystica or the Philosopher’s Stone,
respectively. This search for salvation fills the greater
part of all mystical and alchemical literature. Actual
mystical experience, the apprehension of God, is
vouchsafed to few. The union with God in female
mysticism revolves around constantly new images
of the sexual act (conubium spirituale). Thus
Mechthild of Magdeburg has the Holy Spirit say to
God that he should take the soul as a bride to a wed-
ding bed. Similar metaphors are found concerning
the combination of Sulphur and Mercury in
alchemy.

However, their imagery can only be compared.
They both spring from the common root of syn-
cretic Hellenistic soteriology in late antiquity, as
recorded in — Gnosticism, - Neoplatonism and
the Corpus Hermeticum. As formulated in Greek
nature-philosophy, alchemy does not recognise the
direct spiritual intervention of man on matter, e.g.
through spells or incantations, and is thus quite dis-
tinct from magic, although its theory shares much
with the world-picture of magia naturalis. If magic
seeks to dominate the material world through spir-
itual forces, alchemy seeks to understand the inner
coherence of matter and, from this insight in the
reaction of material substances, proceeds towards
the mastery of the material world. But the mystical
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path of salvation does not lead to any exercise of
power in the material world; rather, it leads out of
this world to an unworldly life of spiritual eleva-
tion and perfection in the search for God. The com-
mon Gnostic legacy in mysticism and alchemy is
this spiritual path from material imperfection
through purification and illumination to perfec-
tion. This is their only point of contact.

Leaving aside fraudulent alchemists, alchemy
essentially has two aspects. Besides its theoretical
superstructure, it develops its practice.

4. ALCHEMICAL PRACTICE

For the completion of the Great Work through
four to twelve stages — preferably seven or twelve in
number — instruments were used, known from
illustrations in the papyri of late antiquity and
medieval manuscripts. Laboratories in the West,
where equipment developed by Arab alchemy was
in use, were first established alongside the phar-
macy in monasteries, as an extension of university
pharmacies in the late Middle Ages, and at princely
courts. Instruments included mortars (Lat. mortu-
arium, a vessel for pulverization), crucibles (Lat.
tigillum), scales, scissors, tongs. The vessel for the
performance of the Work was the aludel (Arab. Al-
utal, Gk. Aithalion), occasionally known as a
cucurbite (Lat. curcurbita), a convex vessel with
openings above and below made from clay, glass,
iron or copper; aludels could be arranged in a
series, one upon the other. When it was hermeti-
cally sealed with clay to a still-head or alembic
(Arab. Al-anbiq, Gk. Ambix, Lat. caput mauri, i.e.
Moor’s head), the apparatus could be used for sub-
limation or recurrent distillation. If a separation
was performed by distillation, the alembic with its
extended spout (Lat. alembicus rostratus) was
placed upon the vessel containing the matter to be
distilled. The distillate streamed through the spout
into a receiving vessel (Lat. receptaculum). The
retort (Lat. retorta, cornus Hermetis [horn of Her-
mes|, matrix [womb]) combined the aludel and
alembic in a single vessel. There was further tech-
nical development in the apparatus of the Work in
the 14th and 15th centuries, demonstrating the
practical gains for chemistry later on. The “Peli-
can” was a still that enables continuous distillation
by returning a distillate to its residue for re-distilla-
tion. Cooling systems were also constructed.

The raw materials were heated according to
requirements in various ways with lamps or can-
dles, but usually with a furnace charged with wood
or charcoal. If an even warmth was required, a
basin of fermenting horse-manure was advised,
occasionally the reflection or refraction of sun-
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beams, or a sand-bath (Lat. balneum arenae), a
steam-bath (Lat. balneum wvaporis), ash-bath
(Greek. Thermospodion), or water-bath (Lat. bal-
neum Mariae), frequently and wrongly attributed
to Mary the Jewess in Egypt, allegedly the sister of
— Moses.

The materials used by alchemists remained
largely unchanged from the time of Rhazes (865-
925) onwards. They were joined in Western
alchemy by salpeter, alcohol, nitric acid and sul-
phuric acid. Rhazes lists the following materials in
his major work Kitab al-Asrar (“The Book of
Secrets”):

a) Four “Spirits”, i.e. volatile substances: i. Mer-
cury, recognised as a metal by the 14th century,
ii. Sal ammoniac (ammonium chloride), iii. Auri-
pigment, Arsenic (arsenic sulphide), iv. Sulphur,

b) Seven Bodies, i.e. the seven metals recognised
by Rhazes,

¢) Thirteen Stones,

d) Six Atraments, see Schneider (1962), 66,

e) Six kinds of borax (Arab. Bauraq, sodium tri-
borate),

f) Eleven Salts,

g) Nascentia, i.e. ingredients from plants,

h) Viventia, i.e. ingredients from animals.

5. ALCHEMICAL IMAGES AND SIGNS

Already in Greek alchemical literature signs are
found for substances (and even equipment), whose
derivation is still largely obscure and which are
often ambiguous. They are especially frequent in
the later medieval and early modern periods. The
use of planetary signs for the seven metals is of
course self-evident. Furthermore there are picto-
grams (e.g. a retort), ideograms (e.g. the Ouro-
boros as a symbol for the unity and cyclical renewal
of the cosmos as well as the cyclicality of the
alchemical Work), and logograms (e.g. a death’s
head, derived from the term caput mortuum for the
residue of distillation).

There were two channels for passing on the prac-
tical and theoretical knowledge of alchemy. On the
one hand, there is an open (aperte) objective lan-
guage as with Rhazes, and, on the other, an obscure
(tecte), image-laden language as with Ibn Umail
(c. 900-960). The latter involved cover-names
(Decknamen) which came from Greek into Arabic
and thence into Western alchemy, e.g. for chemical
substances: “red rose” for the elixir used to make
gold; for chemical properties: “eagle” for the evap-
oration of volatile substances; for the colours of the
alchemical process: “raven” for black. These were
useful as codes only as long as they remained
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unknown to a broader public. Although polysemy
(aqua is not only water but every fluid substance)
already caused enough confusion for the user, there
were further codes, anagrams and acrostics, creat-
ing an arcane language accessible only to a small
circle of initiates. Not only single terms were veiled
in concealed language, but there was also a prolific
use of metaphor and allegory. From the 3rd to the
8th century, alchemy made use of many genres,
including recipe, revelatory vision, allegory, riddle,
didactic poems and letters, dialogue, commentary,
and later debate (e.g. Turba philosophorum).

Traditional images of the world as a large organ-
ism (e.g. conception, birth, growth, maturity and
death) were passed on. In addition, there were
images based on Christian beliefs (e.g. Christ’s Pas-
sion and Resurrection in Buch der heiligen Drei-
faltigkeit) and, in the Renaissance, images from
ancient mythology (e.g. > Michael Maier, Atalanta
fugiens (1618), plates 23-24, 44-46).

The tendency towards — secrecy has clung to
alchemy since its origins. Zosimos of Panopolis
(c. 300), whose works represent the earliest
alchemical documents, already warns alchemists
against the greed of kings and humanity in gen-
eral. Such demands for secrecy run like a thread
through alchemical literature. Nevertheless there
were occasional bans, ever since Diocletian (296)
(LMA 1II, 331), which multiplied in the late
medieval period, and there were always plenty of
opponents. Selfish interests, e.g.
monopoly, played their part, and possibly even
altruistic efforts to protect humanity from the mis-
use of dangerous knowledge.

commercial

6. ALCHEMY IN MEDIEVAL SCIENCE

Any attempt to classify alchemy among the
medieval artes is confronted by the problem of its
multifaceted nature. In its European beginnings,
only — Daniel of Morley (c.1140-1210) dares to
attempt such a classification in his Liber de naturis
inferiorum et superiorum, moreover as a subdivi-
sion of astronomy in the Quadrivium, the four
mathematical arts of the seven artes liberales.
Dominicus Gundisalinus (12th century), using the
Arabic classification of sciences, regards alchemy
as scientia naturalis in his work De divisione
philosophiae. Alchemy was never able to establish
itself as a discipline at the medieval colleges and
universities. However, until around 1300 it was
discussed at a university level and had its place in
the great encyclopaedias, such as the Speculum nat-
urale of Vincent of Beauvais (c. 1190-1264), who
not only described its practical merits, but also
defined it as a science.
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Alchemy could be regarded as a field of philoso-
phy on the basis of its theory and called a liberal art
or even a natural science, while its craft practice
assigned it to the mechanical arts. To the medieval
scholastics, however, it was neither a mechanical
art nor a magical art forbidden by the Church.

7. HISTORICAL SURVEY OF ALCHEMY UP

TO 1200

The following overview summarises some im-
portant aspects, facts and specialist works in the
development of alchemy.

(a) Its beginnings in Hellenistic Egypt are char-
acterised by the imitation of noble metals and
pearls in temple science contained in the recipe
literature of the Leiden and Stockholm papyri
(c. 3rd century A.D.) and in Bolos of Mendes (3rd
century B.C.), and passed on to Pseudo-Democritos
(c. 300 A.D.).

(b) Alexandrian alchemy. Greek and Middle
Eastern, especially Egyptian influences, combine in
a syncretism, to be seen in all areas of knowledge
in Alexandria, the greatest cultural centre of the
Hellenistic world. Between 100 and 300 Greek
nature-philosophy blends with mythology, Gnosti-
cism and Neoplatonism in apocryphal works and
such pseudepigraphic authors as - Hermes Tris-
megistus (although alchemy is least evident in the
Corpus Hermeticum), Isis, Agathodaimon, Cleo-
patra, Mary the Jewess, Ostanes, Pammenes, lam-
blichus, and Moses. In his major work Physika kai
Mystika, Pseudo-Democritos (3rd century) not
only transmits Bolos of Mendes and gives recipes
for tinctures, but also provides a syncretic, mystical
alchemy, abundant in metaphor with quotations
from Ostanes and Pammenes; there is a commen-
tary on this by Synesius (4th century). Alchemical
allegory is first found in Zosimos of Panopolis (4th
century), the earliest biographically documented
alchemist, whose work found a wide readership,
largely in commentaries, especially by Olympi-
odoros (6th century), and is accessible through
Arab quotations.

(c) Byzantine alchemy begins with Olympiodo-
rus, who displays a thorough familiarity with prac-
tice and equipment, and is continued by Stephanos
of Alexandria (7th century), Heliodoros (8th cen-
tury), Psellus (rrth century) up to Nikephoros
(13th century). Early texts of this Byzantine
alchemy with its rich symbolism, specialist termi-
nology and illustrations of instruments are col-
lected in the famous Greek Codex 299 (r1th
century) in the Biblioteca Marciana, Venice. This
served as a model for later copies. Byzantine
alchemy not only develops the full range of its lit-
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erary forms, mentioned above, but also elaborates
its metaphorical codes.

(d) Arab alchemy derives directly from Alexan-
drian alchemy through translations from the Greek
or Syrian. The doxographical Turba philosopho-
rum reflects Greek nature-philosophy, mythology
and magic. This is also true of the extensive Corpus
Jabirianum (8th-1oth century), attributed to Jabir
(the Arab Geber, not to be confused with the Latin
Geber of the 13th century), which first propounds
the Sulphur-Mercury theory and also first uses
plant and animal matter besides minerals for the
production of the elixir. The Jabirian corpus is the
first to contain the idea that the elixir can cure
human diseases as a panacea as well as transform-
ing base metals into noble ones. Although Jabir
offers no fully developed system of iatrochemistry
for producing remedies by chemical means, his
work represents its beginnings. The twofold divi-
sion of Alexandrian alchemy into a recipe literature
and metaphorical, coded texts is now quite evident
in an exoteric, pragmatic form of alchemy and its
esoteric, image-laden, veiled counterpart. The eso-
teric literature of alchemy includes the Tabula
Smaragdina, whose roots reach back to Hellenistic
times, the basic esoteric text for all subsequent
alchemists; the writings of the “Brethren of Purity
from Basra” (1oth century), which demonstrate a
Gnostic influence; the Epistola solis ad lunam
crescentem (“Tabula chemica”) of Senior Zadith,
i.e. Mohammed ibn Umail (c. 900-960) and others
like the astrological-alchemical sections of the
Secretum secretorum (1oth century), a pseud-Aris-
totelian compendium of considerable influence.
The exoteric aspect is initiated by Rhazes (865-
925), especially with his Liber secretorum (not to
be confused with the compendium Secretum secre-
torum), followed by others including al-Farabi
(c. 873-950) and the great —> Avicenna (c. 98o-
1037), who denied the possibility of transmutation
in his Book of the Remedy, and anticipated iatro-
chemistry, the alchemical preparation of medi-
cines, long before Paracelsus.

(e) Western alchemy until 1200. In early me-
dieval Europe, artisan crafts combine with parts of
alchemical practice, as described by Pliny the Elder
(c. 24-79) in his Naturalis historia. An ennoble-
ment of matter is not intended in any way, nor any
forgeries, and there is no theory of transmutation.
This is therefore not really alchemy, but rather
metallurgy, glass-making, bell-casting, mosaic work
and producing colours, as represented in the fol-
lowing works: Compositiones ad tingenda musiva
(9th century), Mappae clavicula (9th-1oth cen-
tury), Schedula diversarum artium (or De diver-
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sibus artibus) of Theophilus Presbyter (c. 1100),
De coloribus et artibus Romanorum of Heraclius
(rrth century). This is the literature of the artes
mechanicae, which later extends through other
chemical fields to mining, pyrotechnics and distil-
lation by the 15th century.

The history of Western alchemy in the medieval
period begins with the reception of Arab alchemy
after the 12th century. Its advent is marked by the
translation of the alchemical doctrines of Morienus
Romanus for the Umayyad prince Khalid (Halid
ibn Yazid ibn Mu’awiya) (1 704), both pseudepi-
graphic, by Robertus Castrensis (also Ketenensis),
i.e. > Robert of Chester from Ketton in 1144. It
bears the title Liber de Compositione alchemiae
quem edidit Morienus Romanus, Calid regi Aegy-
tiorum: quem Robertus Castrensis de Arabico in
Latinum transtulit. Toledo in Spain became a cen-
tre of such translating activity, led by Gerard of
Cremona (c. 1114-1187).

Important early translations (r2th-13th century)
are De aluminibus et salibus of Pseudo-Rhazes,
both exoteric and esoteric in its symbolism of the
Ouroboros, as well as De congelatione et congluti-
natione lapidum (c. 1200), the geological section on
the origin of metals in Avicenna’s Book of the Rem-
edy, by Alfred of Sarashel. A Latin edition of Rhazes’
Liber secretorum is available from the 13th century
onwards, and also of Liber lumen luminum (also
known as Liber claritatis), pseudepigraphically
attributed to Avicenna or Rhazes. The Tabula
smaragdina is then also translated. Arab alchemy,
the ars nova, was also available through transla-
tions and compilations made in Sicily, like the Ars
alchemiae of > Michael Scot (c. 1180-1235).

Pseudepigrapha not only circulated under the
names of Rhazes and Avicenna but also under
those of — Albertus Magnus, Thomas Aquinas,
(“Of Multiplication”), = Arnau de Vilanova, —
Ramon Llull, of whom several were actually oppo-
nents of alchemy.

B. LITERATURE

1. INTRODUCTION

Founded by Alexander the Great in 332 B.C.,
Alexandria was the intellectual centre of both
Egypt and the whole Hellenistic world, with its
Museion and famous library. Here the ancient
Egyptian monotheistic religion blended with its
thousand-faced personifications of the deity — the
One and the Many. Here again ancient Egyptian
temple wisdom encountered not only the Greek
pantheon, philosophy and science, but also
Judaism, Christianity, Gnosticism and Neoplaton-
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ism. Myths and cults co-existed, influencing each
other and becoming interwoven. This contact
between different cultures was not limited to the
less educated classes but reached up to the learned
elites of the Museion and the library. The ideas of
Greek alchemy, which overarched traditional met-
allurgical practices, grew out of this rich cultural
humus. The myth of Isis and Osiris provides an
example of this Graeco-Egyptian syncretism, which
corresponds with many elements of alchemical
imagery and nature-philosophical thought.

The Isis-Osiris mythology essentially consists in
a message of salvation known to the mystical tra-
dition of all great world-religions: through the sur-
render of the temporal self (dismemberment), the
inner person attains a higher, eternal life (Horus,
Serapis). This idea of purification from the worldly
and incomplete is present in the mystery-cults of
antiquity, in mysticism and in the “solve et coa-
gula” of alchemy.

Such parallels in the development of alchemical
theory in Hellenistic Egypt might lead one to
expect corresponding esoteric ideas in the oldest
papyri. However, the findings are meagre. The met-
allurgical skills of ancient Egypt are documented,
indeed at a late stage (3rd century), in the formulae
of the Leiden (X) and Stockholm papyri. These are
chiefly concerned with the counterfeiting of pre-
cious stones, pearls, silver and gold through alloys
and imitations using colouring, with tinctures play-
ing a major role. There is no trace of the spiritual
elevation and clarification found in the mystery-
cults and mysticism. Only all-too-human concerns
are evident in the temple arts and industry. Here
one discerns no philosophical endeavour to dis-
cover the innermost constitution of matter, but
rather the frank admission of fraudulent tricks.

However, quite similar recipes for the produc-
tion of gold and silver are found in the first alchem-
ical writer known by name, Bolos of Mendes (3rd
century B.C.), transmitted in the fragmentary Phy-
sika kai Mystika of Pseudo-Democritos (c. 300).
Bolos/Democritos is said to have publicised the
secret alchemical temple wisdom of the Egyptian
priests, according to Zosimos of Panopolis. Similar
recipes surface later on in the Latin Mappae clavi-
cula. As our earliest source, Bolos already inter-
prets the processes described in the recipes in terms
of natural magic, ideas of sympathy and antipathy
in the cosmos. These recipes deal with the imitation
and transformation of natural substances based on
the simple theory that the cosmos is a unity in
which everything must be convertible into every-
thing else. Here speaks a practically oriented al-
chemy, concerned with the mastery of nature.



ALCHEMY II: ANTIQUITY-I2TH CENTURY

Such an imitation of nature, where tinctures play
a special role, should be distinguished from purely
metallurgical and mineralogical techniques, as de-
scribed by Pliny the Elder (d. A.D. 79) in his Nazu-
ralis historia, and which were used in the West for
the purposes of casting bells, and producing stained
glass and church ornaments in the early Middle
Ages up to the 12th century. However, between the
1st and 3rd centuries, Alexandrian alchemy devel-
ops a unity of theory and practice by assimilating
elements of the most diverse philosophical cur-
rents, especially Gnosticism and Neoplatonism, as
well as the doctrines of purification and salvation
in myths and mystery-cults. The enigmatic lan-
guage of alchemy with its pseudonymous authors
appears at the same time. It is significant that only
pseudepigraphic and apocryphal authors, named
after figures in Egyptian, Jewish and Greek mythol-
ogy, religion and magic, feature in these first three
centuries of alchemical literature.

Isis reveals the secrets of making gold and silver
to her son Horus and gives recipes in the text Isis
the Propbhetess to her Son Horus. To the Egyptian
queen Cleopatra, who is also credited with a phar-
maceutical-cosmetic work and a gynaecological
tract, was attributed the Chrysopoeia (Gold Prepa-
ration), a rich symbolic and metaphoric text in one
of the most important collections of sources for
Greek alchemy, the Codex 299 of the Biblioteca
Marciana in Venice (11th century; Ploss 1970, 18),
fol. 188 verso. On a single page the basic axioms of
alchemy are combined with practice: three concen-
tric circles form two rings, containing the words:
‘One is the All and through it the All and in it the
All and if it does not contain the All it is nothing’,
and ‘The Serpent is One, he who has the Venom
with two Compositions’, beside it an image of the
Ouroboros with the caption ‘One is the All’. The
practice of alchemy, emphasised by Mary the Jew-
ess, is additionally represented by a double-fun-
nelled alembic and a furnace. This Mary the
Jewess, known to some alchemists as Miriam, the
sister of Moses, known to Muslims as the Coptic
Mary, the slave of Mohammed, who bore him a
son, is another of these historically unidentifiable
authorities. Her name is wrongly attributed to the
“Balneum Mariae” (bain-marie), a tripod vessel,
which is placed in the fire and filled with a mixture
of oil, wax and sand in order to produce a higher
temperature than boiling water. The bain-marie is
likewise illustrated in Codex Marcianus 299, fol.
195 verso. Another alchemical author, Ostanes, the
Persian magician, is equally intangible from a his-
torical point of view. Bolos/Democritos describes
himself as having been a pupil of Ostanes in Phy-
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sika kai Mystika. Even the serpentine god Agatho-
daimon, literally “good spirit”, whose symbol is
the Ouroboros, appears as the author of a com-
mentary to the Gnostic “Oracle of Orpheus”, in
which he discusses tinctures and the whitening and
yellowing of metals. All these mythical grandees
remain a constituent part of alchemical literature
throughout its entire history. But none has attained
a greater importance than Hermes Trismegistus,
the “Thrice-Greatest Hermes”, whose name has
clung to the “Hermetic art”, and even to such tech-
nical terms as the “hermetic seal” of a laboratory
vessel in the alchemical work or the aves hermeti-
cae for the “volatile”, rising vapours in the process
of distillation. This deity appears yet again as an
exemplary product of Hellenistic syncretism in
Egypt. The seventeen tracts of the Corpus Her-
meticum, however, make no reference to alchemy.
This suggests that Hermes Trismegistus entered the
theory of alchemy owing to parallels with his cos-
mic philosophy of purification, redemption and
immortality. The Corpus Hermeticum proclaims a
specific kind of redemption, a liberation of the spirit
by knowledge. Besides the theosophical Hermetica,
there are also medical-scientific treatises, which deal
with alchemy among other subjects. The alchemical
Hermetica are mostly preserved as fragments. A
longer one entitled “Anepigraphos”, that is “unti-
tled”, attributes the preparation of silver, here
called the “moon”, to Hermes and Agathodaimon.

The influence of the Hermetica was enormous. In
the first instance, this tradition was fostered in the
Middle East, by the Sabaeans of Harran and the
Muslims, together with other aspects of Greek phi-
losophy and science. The best-known Hermetic
text, the Tabula Smaragdina (Emerald Tablet), the
“Bible of the alchemists”, which began to circulate
in the West from the 13th century onwards, is also
attributable to Islamic engagement with the
alchemical Hermetica. Its earliest source is in Ara-
bic versions, for example the final part of the “Book
of the Secret of Creation” (also known as “Book
of Causes”, gth century) by Balinas, the Pseudo-
Apollonios of Tyana. The intellectual world of the
Tabula Smaragdina derives from the Hermetism of
Graeco-Egyptian alchemy.

This condensed summa of Graeco-Egyptian
alchemy shines like a precious stone imbedded in
one of the recurrent legends of discovery. The work
bears the motto hen to pan, the unity of everything.
All things have proceeded from this One, whence it
follows that everything can be transformed into
anything. Macrocosm and microcosm correspond
to each other and turn into each other. The Philoso-
pher’s Stone has the Sun (Fire, philosophical Sul-
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phur, which bestows a gold colour) for its father,
the Moon (Water, philosophical Mercury, which
gives a silver colour and is the matrix of the Stone)
for its mother. The wind (Air, the “Volatile” that is
the rising vapour in a heated distillation still, or
aludel, a Hermetic vessel known as the Philoso-
pher’s Egg) carries the Stone aloft like a seed, and
the earth (Mother earth, in which the minerals
grow, likewise the mercurial humus of the Stone)
nourishes the Stone and brings it to maturity. Here
are clearly delineated the basic substances of philo-
sophical Sulphur and Mercury according to the
Sulphur-Mercury theory, besides the operation of
the four elements in the Philosopher’s Stone: Fire,
Wiater, Air and Earth. These individual components
are not just listed, but dynamically related to each
other according to theorica, thus producing a
coded description of the alchemical Work, the opus
magnum. The process of purification is clearly
described, from the coarse to the subtle, up to pure
fire (Gold), elevated above the earthly. The circula-
tory movement up to heaven and back to earth is
indicated, just as the alchemical elaboration of the
symbol of the unity of the universe in eternal
change, the ancient Egyptian Ouroboros, expresses
the circular processes of the alchemical opus.

After Augustine (354-430) had declared his dis-
accord with everything connected with Hermes
(De Civitate Dei 18.23), interest in this literature
was checked in the Christian West, until it was
unleashed again by translations from the Arabic in
Spain and Southern Italy during the 12th-century
Renaissance.

Wolfram von Eschenbach created his epic poem
Parzival in the first decade of the 13th century
under the influence of the School of Chartres. Here
Parzival’s wise hermit uncle Trevrizent recalls the
mystagogic figure of Hermes Trismegistus. He
guides the protagonists towards inner purification,
moreover on the Hermetic-Gnostic path of under-
standing oneself, the microcosm as well as the
macrocosm. Wolfram’s Hermetism is combined
with alchemical knowledge.

2. Z0SIMOS OF PANOPOLIS

The first historical alchemist, Zosimos of Panop-
olis (Akhmim) in Egypt, who was active around
A.D. 300, knew the Hermetica. Latin (Western)
alchemy calls him Rosinus. The Suda (“Souda”,
c. 1000), the most important, comprehensive By-
zantine encyclopaedia, credits him with an alchem-
ical encyclopaedia in twenty-eight volumes entitled
Cheirokmeta (“Handles”). Only Greek and Syrian
fragments have survived, somewhat distorted in a
Christian sense, for Zosimos was not a Christian.
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There is also a series of Arabic quotations. We have
particular knowledge of Zosimos from the com-
mentary of the Byzantine alchemist Olympiodoros
(6th century).

On the one hand, Zosimos was a practical
alchemist. Like Mary the Jewess, he places great
value on apparatus, e.g. his book On Apparatus
and Furnaces, and many alchemical recipes of his
have survived. On the other hand, he gives the first
instance of alchemical allegory and a coded lan-
guage, because he pleads that the alchemical art be
kept secret and charges Bolos of Mendes with hav-
ing made it public. An example of his enigmatic
language would be the following “description” of
the Philosophers’ Stone in dichotomous paradoxes:
“This stone which isn’t a stone, this precious thing
which has no value, this polymorphous thing
which has no form, this unknown thing which is
known to all’. In one of his works, the “Commen-
tary on the Letter Omega” which probably belongs
among the twenty-eight books of the alchemical
encyclopaedia, he debates with his sister Theose-
beia, that a sage who has self-knowledge needs no
kind of magic to influence something. In contrast,
he allows everything to develop according to the
necessity of nature and thus produces permanent
“natural tinctures”. Zosimos’ portrait of the true
alchemist, e.g. in the book “On the Treatment of
Magnesia”, displays obvious Hermetic features.
Zosimos introduces not only Hermetism together
with reminiscences of current myths and religions
to alchemy, but also the allegorical encoding of his
ideas concerning the redemption of the corporeal,
transient existence, of metals as well as men, into
the immaterial realm of the spirit. Zosimos’ en-
deavours are most clear in his alchemistic “Dream”
or “Vision”, the title of his allegory of the alchem-
ical work. In fact, this is neither a dream nor a
vision, but Zosimos chooses to use the literary form
of an allegorical dream. With his ideas of clarification
and metanoia, linked to a serial progression through
purification to illumination and perfection, Zosi-
mos stands at the beginning of a tradition — at once
mythical, mystical, religious, philosophical, sci-
entific, metallurgical and alchemical — which has
been repeated a thousandfold by alchemists ever
since. Zosimos’ dream allegory presents all these
traditions so clearly, that one may speak of a didac-
tic text, artfully divided into three parts, and inten-
tionally written in a coded linguistic form.

3. ALEXANDRIAN AND BYZANTINE

ALCHEMICAL LITERATURE

After Zosimos of Panopolis, Greek alchemy
exhausts itself in the repetition of old theory, in the
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elaboration and development of imagery in literary
formulations, as well as wearisome descriptions of
practical work. However, this has left a valuable
legacy. Greek alchemy has been handed down to us
in collections of manuscripts, including the already
quoted Codex Marcianus 299 (r1th century), as
well as the Greek Codices 2325 (13th century) and
2327 (15th century) of the Bibliotheque Nationale
in Paris. All other Greek survivals derive from these
manuscripts. Greek alchemy exhibits the following
literary genres: recipe, allegory, riddle, revelatory
vision, didactic poem or letter, a tract in dialogue,
and commentary. The Greek alchemists of the 4th
century, especially Pelagros, Dioscoros, and Syne-
sius are not proven historical figures. Only Synesius,
who directs his commentary on Pseudo-Demo-
critos to Dioscoros, can be identified with some
probability as the Neoplatonist Synesius of Cyrene
(c. 370- c. 414), bishop of Ptolemais in 410-4171.

The transition from Alexandrian to Byzantine
alchemy took place in the 5th century. Olympiodo-
ros, a pagan historian and alchemist from Thebes
in Egypt, inaugurates this process. The work enti-
tled “The philosopher Olympiodoros on Zosimos,
Hermes and the Philosophers™ is attributed to him.
It exhibits Gnostic influence as well as a knowledge
of practical alchemy, especially in the description of
equipment, but contains nothing new otherwise.
He broadly concerns himself with the philosophi-
cal bases of alchemy, especially the Greek philoso-
phers of nature, and repeatedly quotes extracts
from Zosimos, described as the “Crown of the
Philosophers™.

The rhetorical and metaphorical expansion of
alchemy, already present in Olympiodoros to an
unprecedented degree, culminates in Greek alchemy
with Stephanos of Alexandria (7th century). During
the reign of emperor Herakleios (610-641) he
taught philosophy, especially Plato and Aristotle,
geometry, arithmetic, astronomy and — music.
Besides a commentary on Aristotle and a work on
astronomy, he composed an alchemical tract in nine
lectures. In an eclectic fashion, he combined a mys-
tical Christianity with ideas of the Pythagoreans,
Platonism and other philosophical currents. He
presents alchemy not as practical laboratory work
but as an intellectual and spiritual process. He inter-
prets the practice of alchemy in a mystical way as
the clarification of the soul, following in Zosimos’
tradition. He stylizes the transmutation of base met-
als into gold as a symbol for the perfection of the
human spirit through understanding in a Gnostic
sense. He uses the ancient metaphorical tradition,
but disguises its sexual symbolism, which occurs
overtly in Cleopatra as coitus, pregnancy and birth.
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In the ensuing period, Christian ideas and images
as well as references to the New Testament become
increasingly prominent in the metaphorical usage
of Greek alchemy. Overall, the interest in practical
laboratory work recedes, while the poetic and alle-
gorical ornament increases. Poems of this “allego-
rizing” tendency by Heliodoros, Theophrastos,
Hierotheos and Archelaos have survived from the
8th and 9th centuries. The old practice of encoding
continues, but also basic ideas, e.g. the composi-
tion of all things from body, soul and spirit, as in
Archelaos.

Now alchemy, ever since Zosimos, manifests in a
mythologised and psychologised form. This trans-
mutation was linked with notions of death and
reawakening in the oriental mystery-cults, crowned
by the Gnostic idea of redemption through knowl-
edge. This combination of practical knowledge and
the esoteric formulation of mythological, psychic
and soteriological ideas is continued in this period
by Salmanas (9th-toth century) and Psellus (r1th
century), through whom alchemical knowledge
reached the Latin West. However, unlike the inno-
vations which Arab alchemy introduced to the
Christian West, Byzantine alchemy brought no new
theoretical ideas.

4. ARAB ALCHEMICAL LITERATURE

Translations from Greek and Syrian into Arabic
made by Syrian-speaking Nestorians in Nisibis and
Edessa and the Sabaeans in Harran proliferated
under educated rulers like Harun al-Rashid (c. 764-
809) and Al-Ma’mun (787-833). Besides these cen-
tres of learning, Greek science entered the Islamic
world through the Academy of Gondishapur
founded during the Sassanid dynasty (224-651) in
west Persia and through Egyptian centres, espe-
cially Alexandria.

Since the end of the 8th century there were also
sufficient numbers of Muslim translators proficient
in Greek. As far as alchemical literature is con-
cerned, several Persian and even Babylonian-Assyr-
ian ideas and concepts found in Arabic versions are
attributable to their translation in Persian and
Mesopotamian locations. The newly developing
Arabic literature of alchemy relied on these trans-
lations and so transmitted both authentic material,
above all Zosimos, as well as pseudepigraphic
works, which were not recognised as such. These
included, for example, Thales, Pythagoras, Leukip-
pos, Empedocles, Democritos, Socrates, Plato,
Aristotle, but also “Agathodaimon”, “Chimes”,
“Hermes” and Hermetic writings, such as the
already cited Tabula Smaragdina, which originally
stood at the end of “The Book of the Secret of Cre-
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ation” by Balinas (Pseudo-Apollonios of Tyana),
and further authorities like Cleopatra, Mary the
Jewess, Ostanes and others. Such pseudepigrapha
in Arabic alchemy have still not been adequately
researched.

From the 8th century onwards, Islamic scholars
enter the historical stage. Only several of the great
number of Muslim alchemists, who produced orig-
inal and representative work, can be given as exam-
ples. Arab historiography is problematic, as legend
is not always distinguishable from historical truth.
The most important historical source is the
“Fihrist” (kitab-al-Fihrist) of Ibn [-Abi-Yakub]-an-
Nadim (second half 1oth century).

Ibn an-Nadim introduces the Umayyad prince
Khalid (Halid b. Yazid b. Mwawiya) at the turn
of the 7th to the 8th century as the first Arab
alchemist. He claims to have seen works by him
and his alchemical testament to his son. There are
similar reports by other Arab historians. Itis still an
open question whether the historical Khalid is
identical with this alchemist. However, Khalid’s
principal importance is his legacy to the Christian
West, as the dialogue of Khalid with his alchemy
teacher Maryanus (i.e. Morienus Romanus) was
the first alchemical text to be translated from Ara-
bic into Latin by = Robert of Chester in 1144, later
printed under the title Liber de compositione alche-
miae quem edidit Morienus Romanus, Calid regi
Aegyptiorum: quem Robertus Castrensis de Ara-
bico in Latinum transtulit. It is true that Khalid is
credited with several alchemical works, among them
“The Paradise of Wisdom”, a divan of alchemical
didactic poems, which were frequently quoted later.

5. JABIR AND THE CORPUS JABIRIANUM

The reception of Greek learning swiftly led to
remarkable achievements in Arab alchemy, first
evident in the extremely influential Corpus Jabiri-
anum. Evolving from the 8th to the roth century,
its authorship is attributed to Jabir (ibn Hayyan),
who is the subject of much scholarly debate owing
to scant historical evidence. In any case, this Jabir
or Arab Geber must have been succeeded by the
Latin Geber of the 13th century, who is credited
with a text which was produced in Italy. Jabir pro-
vides evidence of himself as a historical personality
in the 8th-gth century by repeatedly asserting that
he is a pupil of Ja’far as-Sadiq and that he followed
the latter in the content and structure of his writ-
ings. The Imam ‘Abd Allah Ja’far al-Sadiq (c. 700-
765) lived a reclusive life in Medina. He must have
enjoyed a high reputation, because a great number
of legendary pseudepigrapha have gathered around
his name. In one such attributed work, “The Open
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Letter of Ja’far as-Sadiq regarding the Science of
the Art and of the Noble Stone”, one encounters in
Arab alchemical literature the earliest subdivision
of the metals as of all things into the triad body,
soul and spirit, which plays such an important role
in = Paracelsus as “Salt, Sulphur and Mercury”.

The Corpus Jabirianum is extremely voluminous
and treats of all ancient sciences. Three thousand
titles in total are known, of which many relate to
chapter-headings. The most important writings of
Jabir are the following:

- “The Compassion”, also known as “The Foun-
dation”, appears to be the oldest work in view of
its archaic terminology. Ja’far is not named in
this work.

— “The Hundred and Twelve Books”, which con-
tinue and offer a commentary on “The Compas-
sion” have only survived in fragmentary form
(thirty “books” are preserved). The description
of the elixir as made not only of mineral but also
from organic, that is animal and vegetable sub-
stances, is especially significant for the further
development of alchemical ideas. Ja’far is named
here.

- “The Seventy Books” contain the most uniform
and systematic plan of Jabirian alchemy. Greek
authorities are frequently quoted. Ja’far is
named only once. This general survey of Jabirian
alchemy also contains, like “The Compassion”,
the Sulphur-Mercury theory, which Jabir proba-
bly derived from Balinas (Pseudo-Apollonios
of Tyana). Parts of the “Seventy Books” were
translated into Latin by Gerard of Cremona as
Liber de Septuaginta and then used widely in the
Christian West.

— “The Ten Books of Rectifications” are concerned
with improvements in alchemy by specific au-
thorities. Such “rectifications” are written by
various alchemical authors under the assumed
names of Pythagoras, Socrates, Plato, Aristotle
and Democritos among others.

- “The Books of the Balances”, originally one hun-
dred and forty-four in number, of which forty-
four survive, deal not only with alchemy but
also with — astrology, medicine, logic, physics,
metaphysics, arithmetic, music, grammar and
prosody. Jabir gleans insights from all these sci-
ences for his special theory of “balance”.

— “The Seven Metals”, whose contents continue
the discussion of the theory of “balance”.

- “The Development of the Potential into the Ac-
tual” is concerned with the theoretical assump-
tions of contemporary natural science such as
the doctrines of the elements and qualities,
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astronomy, meteorology and “klimata”, that is
the latitudinal zones of the earth. Here one finds
the fundamental questions of all Jabirian texts
arising from such fields as medicine, alchemy,
sympathetic influences, theurgy, — astrology,
the science of balances and the artificial creation
of life.

— “The Great Book of Properties” appears disor-
dered in its seventy-one chapters, because in its
composition fifty core chapters were supple-
mented by slightly abridged chapters. This book
contains the important innovation of iatrochem-
istry, that is the alchemical preparation of medi-
cines, so crucial for the further development of
Western alchemy (— Jean de Rocquetaillade,
Paracelsus).

Concerning sources, it is evident that Jabir chiefly
relies on Arabic translations of Greek pseudepi-
graphical literature, which he wrongly assumes to
be authentic. This is usually the case with Pseudo-
Socrates, Plato, Porphyry, Democritos, Agathodai-
mon and Pseudo-Apollonios of Tyana (Balinas).
The only genuine quotations stem exclusively from
Aristotle and Galen — Jabir is familiar with the
humoral doctrine of medicine — as well as from
the only real alchemist, Zosimos. Jabir’s alchemical
theory may be sketched as follows:

The foundation and touchstone of all traditional
as well as discovered theory is experiment. Aristo-
tle’s doctrine of the elements, which derives from
Empedocles of Agrigent, is combined in the Corpus
Jabirianum with the doctrine of qualities in its early
form as in Galen. The alchemist must endeavour to
produce a state of equilibrium. The goal of trans-
mutation is to achieve the same composition of the
elementary qualities as obtained in gold. Jabir
wanted to achieve this with elixirs. When prepar-
ing elixirs, the raw material should first be broken
down into the four elements, e.g. by dry distilla-
tion, which are then added in an appropriate man-
ner to the specific elixir with reference to the “lack”
in the material which is to be transmuted. In this
way, Jabir considers it possible to “heal” the “sick”
matter or metal, by bringing its elementary quali-
ties into the same equilibrium as of gold. For all
that, quantitative thought enters alchemical theory
here. In Jabir, the elementary qualities are carried
by the two philosophical principles Mercury and
Sulphur, from which the metals arise under the
influence of the planets. Jabir’s Mercury-Sulphur
theory may have been prompted by the Arab
encyclopaedia of his revered Balinas (Pseudo-
Apollonios of Tyana), which was known as “The
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Causes”, “The Collector of Things”, but mostly
as “The Book of the Secret of Creation™.

Jabir’s basic conviction that natural events are
ordered according to measure and purpose leads
him to place no limits on the alchemist’s ability to
imitate the world-creating demiurge. Everything is
possible, even artificial procreation, that is the
homunculus. One merely needs to produce the
right mixture of elementary qualities through
elixirs. The innovation of the Corpus Jabirianum,
as in “The Seventy Books”, in the preparation of
such elixirs for transmutation consists in the use,
besides minerals, of organic, animal and plant sub-
stances: blood, hair, sperm, bones, lions’ urine, poi-
sonous snakes, foxes, oxen, gazelles, asses, as well
as parts of olive, jasmine, onion, ginger, pepper,
mustard, pear, anenome and aconite.

A further idea from the Corpus Jabirianum,
which only blossomed fully in Western alchemy,
was the use of the elixir in medicine as a remedy,
even as a panacea. In the sixth maqala of “The
Great Book of Properties”, Jabir reports that he
healed a thousand patients on a single day with the
aid of the elixir. He also used it with success against
snake bites and poisonings.

The Corpus Jabirianum is based on empirical
results, but it does not achieve the level of Rhazes,
especially regarding alchemical equipment and
substances. The Corpus Jabirianum divides miner-
als into the following classes: 1) “spirits”, that is
volatile substances like sulphur, arsenic (arsenic
sulphide, realgar, auripigment), mercury, camphor
and salmiac (Sal ammoniacum), which was scarcely
mentioned in earlier Arab alchemical literature,
and whose production from organic substances,
e.g. hair, is described in the Corpus. 2) Metals,
namely gold, silver, lead, tin, copper, iron and
“khar sini” (“Chinese iron”, still unidentified). 3)
Eight further groups of minerals. The empirical
aspect of the Corpus Jabirianum also demonstrates
highly practical techniques, e.g. the production of
steel and refinement, dyeing, protection from cor-
rosion, and the making of “gold” ink from marca-
site for the illumination of manuscripts.

Apart from the corpuscular theory, Jabirian
alchemy contains the principal ideas of all ensuing
alchemy. The Corpus Jabirianum knows of the eso-
teric, metaphorical, occult as well as the exoteric
aspect of alchemy. It offers both theory and empir-
ical practice.

6. RHAZES
The great Persian physician and alchemist
Rhazes (865-925) offers the most striking example
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of a thoroughly exoteric, sober, and practical
alchemy. His full name is Abu Bakr Muhammad
ibn Zakariyya al-Razi, that is “the man of Ray”
(ancient Rhagae) near Teheran. Together with
Jabir, the alchemist Rhazes exercised the greatest
influence on Western alchemy. He based his
thought largely on Jabir, but did not accept his the-
ory of balance. He compiled his alchemical works
in a list called “Pinax”. Towards the end of his life
he abridged his major work “The Book of Secrets”
(Kitab al Asrar) as “The Secret of Secrets” (K. Sirr
al Asrar) with an almost identical introduction.
Here “secret” must be understood in the sense of
technical knowledge. A collection of twelve further
books belongs to the alchemical corpus of Rhazes,
including “The Book of Propaedeutic Introduc-
tion” (written ¢. 900-910), which presents contem-
porary alchemy in a clear and systematic fashion
like a modern introduction to chemistry.

Rhazes was chiefly devoted to practical alchemy
and experiment. Although his thinking is far
removed from the allegory of Greek alchemy or an
Ibn Umail and is reticent in speculation, he follows
the theory of Jabir in particular. He accepts the
Aristotelian doctrine of elements, also the Mer-
cury-Sulphur theory of Balinas realised by Jabir,
regards “Sulphur” as non-inflammable oil and
adds to Mercury and Sulphur a third constituent of
a salty nature, a triad which is naturally reminis-
cent of Paracelsus. Like Jabir, he uses plant and ani-
mal products for the preparation of elixirs, with
which the base, “sick” metals can be “healed” into
gold, and furthermore systematically classifies all
chemical substances into animal, vegetable and
mineral. A corpuscular theory is manifest in
Rhazes’ “Book of Secrets”, more sharply defined
than its vague beginnings in the Corpus Jabiri-
anum: bodies consist of the smallest indivisible
parts, that is atoms. These are eternal and have a
definite size. The qualities of the perceived ele-
ments, lightness, heaviness, colour, softness, hard-
ness, depend on the density of the atoms, that is on
the amount of the empty space between them.

Rhazes’ ideas concerning the theory of matter
later influenced the corpuscular theory of the Latin
Geber towards the end of the 13th century. Armed
with this theory, Rhazes describes the alchemical
work in precise terms: distillation, calcination,
solution, evaporation, crystallisation, sublimation,
filtration, amalgamation, ceration, i.e. a process
for making substances into a waxy solid. For the
transmutation, the substances are purified by dis-
tillation and calcination. They are then amalga-
mated. Following their purification they are next

ALCHEMY II: ANTIQUITY-I2TH CENTURY

prepared in a waxen state, without any evolution
of fumes. There follows the solution in “sharp
waters”, not generally acids (lemon juice, sour
milk), but rather alkaline and ammoniacal solu-
tions. Finally, a coagulation or solidification was
performed to produce the elixir.

7. AVICENNA

After Rhazes came — Avicenna (980-1037), i.e.
Abu ‘Ali al-Husain ibn Abdullah ibn Sina, the
supreme medical authority among Islamic doctors.
Like Rhazes, he was widely educated in many fields
including alchemy — although he wrote no work on
the subject and was no alchemist. However, his
name was used pseudepigraphically for a number
of alchemical books. His most important philo-
sophical work, a kind of Aristotelian encyclopae-
dia dealing with the sciences of logic, physics,
mathematics and metaphysics, bears the title Book
of the Remedy, which refers to the recovery from
ignorance. Here he treated of the natural genera-
tion of the metals and thundered his famous invec-
tive against the alchemists, which the Latins quote
as “Sciant artifices”, i.e. “The alchemists should
know . ..” Avicenna took a position contrary to
Jabir’s belief in limitless feasibility. The products of
nature are better than those produced artificially.
Alchemical art never measures up to nature. For
this reason, neither can it transmute base into noble
metals. Like Jabir, but as an opponent of the art of
making gold, Avicenna signposts the purpose of
alchemical elixirs as remedies in human medicine,
a challenge first fulfilled in the Christian world.

8. THE TURBA PHILOSOPHORUM

The Turba philosophorum or “Convention of
Philosophers” (as adepts called themselves) has
enjoyed the greatest favour among alchemists up to
modern times, despite or possibly because of its
obscure language, which has still not been ade-
quately explained up to the present day. The Turba
first appears in manuscripts of the r2th century, a
Latin edition was first printed at Basle in 1572, and
the first German translation by Paul Hildenbrandt
appeared at Frankfurt in 1597. Surviving frag-
ments of the lost Arabic original bear the title “The
Book of the Convention”. The doxographic work,
written in Arabic around 9oo, is entirely based on
Greek alchemy. The Turba quotes entire passages
from Pseudo-Democritos and Olympiodoros.
There are also textual parallels with the first book
of the Refutatio omnium haeresium by the Church
father Hippolytus (3rd century), in which nine
of the Turba discussants appear. There are no
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references to Arab alchemists nor any mention of
the Mercury-Sulphur theory. The text is manifestly
an Arab edition of an original Greek work.

The Latin edition presents the Turba in a fic-
tional narrative framework as the report of Arche-
laos, called “Arisleus”, on the “Third Pythagorean
Synod”, to which Pythagoras allegedly invited his
pupils across the world. Pre-Socratic philosophers,
their identity masked by gross distortions of their
names, speak predominantly in debate with the
convention: Anaximandros, Anaximenes, Anaxo-
goras, Empedocles, Archelaos, Leukippos, Ekphan-
tos, Pythagoras and Xenophanes, besides Socrates
and Plato.

There is little in the Turba relating to alchemical
procedures. The four elements must be mixed.
Only then can they combine in new substances.
Thus, “our copper” must first be transmuted into
silver, before one can proceed with the preparation
of gold. Coded names obstruct further interpre-
tation. The author of the Turba has clearly not
practised alchemy himself, as indicated by his rec-
ommendation of alchemical literature instead of
experiment — a statement he puts in the mouth of
Parmenides in the eleventh chapter. There is a wide
gap here with the thought of Jabir and Rhazes, and
the scholars of Salerno and Chartres in the r1th
and 12th centuries.

9. IBN UMAIL

The most prominent representative of allegorical
alchemy is Abu ‘Abdullah Muhammad ibn Umail
at-Tamimi (c. 9oo-c. 960), whom the Latin writers
called Senior Zadith Filius Hamuel. He wrote two
influential major works besides various poems.
The first is entitled The Book of Silvery Water and
Starry Earth, while its Latin translation is known
as Tabula chemica or Senioris antiquissimi philoso-
phi libellus. Both express Ibn Umail’s allegorical
and encoded manner of expression. In this book he
claims to be interpreting the secrets of alchemy,
revealed to him when visiting the temple in Sidr
Busir. He particularly enlarges on the alchemical
doctrines of ancient, pre-Islamic authorities, in-
cluding Zosimos, Mary the Jewess and the Herme-
tica, as well as the Turba philosophorum. Among
Islamic alchemists he quotes only Jabir, occasion-
ally engaging in polemics against him, and appears
well acquainted with several books of the Corpus
Jabirianum. He either knows nothing of Rhazes,
which is hardly conceivable, or else he wishes to
ignore him as the leading exoteric authority. He is
wholly indebted to metaphorical Greek alchemy
and closes his eyes to the achievements of Islamic
alchemy.
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In his introduction he refers to his second major
work, “Epistle of the Sun to the Crescent Moon”,
in which he gives poetic expression to his alchemi-
cal insights at the temple in Sidr Busir. There are
ninety strophes and a total of 448 verses of “extra-
ordinary wooden doggerel” about the sun, the
great elixir and the half-moon, namely mercury.
The first work is presented as a commentary on the
poetic, second work.

The “Epistle” also exists in a Latin version under
the title Epistola Solis ad Lunam crescentem. This
second work of Ibn Umail was used in the late
medieval period as a source for a widely circulated,
anonymous German poem, which was integrated
into the Latin and German editions of the Rosa-
rium philosophorum. Its contents revolve around
the relationship dictated by nature between Sol and
Luna, seen in sexual terms as the love-play of cock
and hen.

In retrospect it is evident that Arab alchemy
knows both theory and practice, the esoteric aspect
with its metaphorical language and the exoteric
with its struggle to understand matter and experi-
mentation expressed in sober, objective language.
There are divergent opinions concerning the possi-
bility of transmutation, with Jabir and Rhazes pro
and Avicenna contra. Innovations include the
preparation of the elixir from plant and animal
substances, the doctrine of the correct mixture
of the four elements, the medicinal use of elixirs
as remedies, even as a panacea, and the Mercury-
Sulphur theory in particular, as well as practical
improvements in instruments, especially distilla-
tion apparatus.

From the 12th century onwards, Arab alchemy
produces only commentators and compilers. The
Christian West begins to absorb the greatest and
momentous wave of ancient science, in the r1th
century in southern Italy, especially at Salerno, and
in the 12th century in Spain, notably at Toledo.
This was primarily mediated by Arabic sources,
and to a lesser extent, especially in southern Italy,
by Greek sources. In this way alchemy came to
Europe as an ars nova.

10. ALCHEMICAL LITERATURE IN THE

LATIN MIDDLE AGES UNTIL THE END

OF THE I2TH CENTURY

The natural philosophers of the School of Char-
tres, “physici” as they called themselves, sought to
understand God’s corporeal world in a rational
manner. Both William of Conches and Adelard of
Bath rebuked the ancient scientists, who had nei-
ther studied the writings of the physici, nor recog-
nised the natural virtues (vires naturae), nor trusted
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their own reason (ratio). William’s critique shows
that this was not a mere rationalist impulse derived
from the Timaeus, but reflected a wider receptivity
to new knowledge: he implied that there were still
hidebound scientists who relied on the elementary
doctrine of the old Timaeus (of Chalcidius), when
Constantinus Africanus was now available as a
source.

William of Conches therefore supplements his
knowledge of the doctrine of elements, in this case
the corpuscular theories, with influences from
Salerno, particularly Galen’s doctrine of the ele-
ments in the Liber regalis of ‘Ali ibn Al-Abbas al-
Magusi (Lat. Haly Abbas, d. 994), entitled Liber
pantegni (The Whole Art) in the translation of
Constantinus Africanus (1oro-1087). His widely
diffused “Philosophia mundi” offers a systematic
treatment of all existence based on this corpuscular
theory.

Constantinus Africanus, the first major and
world-renowned translator of Greek-Arabic sci-
ence into Latin, is synonymous with Salerno as the
oldest university centre of Europe and the foremost
centre for the reception of Arabic scientific and
medical literature. This leading school of medicine
cultivated a tradition of rational scientific thought
united with observation and experiment in the
spirit of Hippocrates and Galen. At the same time
as Constantinus, Alphanus of Salerno (c. rors-
1085) translated the tract Peri physeos anthropou
of Nemesios of Emesa (5th century) from Greek
into Latin under the title Premnon physicon. Like
Constantinus, he was concerned with establishing
a corpuscular theory of matter as the basis of West-
ern medicine, because the text offers one of the most
extensive descriptions of the Platonic atomic the-
ory in the Middle Ages. It was widely disseminated.

The networking, from the roth century onwards,
of educational centres, especially of Salerno in
southern Italy with those in northern France, was
flanked and eventually superseded by the reception
and assimilation of translations from the Arabic at
Toledo in Spain soon extended throughout Europe.

From the end of the 12th century, Latin writers
had access to the leading authors of Arab philoso-
phy, = al-Kindi, al-Farabi, Avicenna and al-Ghaz-
ali, as well as the giants of medicine like Rhazes
with his compendium Ad Almansorem and espe-
cially Avicenna’s Canon medicinae. Much was
introduced from other fields, including the Her-
metica, superstitious material, and not least
alchemy, presented as the ars nova by Robert of
Chester. Alchemy therefore owes its existence in
the West to this r2th-century wave of reception
and assimilation. The gradual Arab-Latin transla-
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tion of Aristotle’s complete works was especially
epoch-making.

Arab science was introduced into the West by the
enormous translating activity of Gerard of Cremona
(r114-1187) and his circle in Toledo. His pupils
compiled a list of 71 of his translations. Among these
are three alchemical titles: Jabir (Jabir ibn Hayyan),
Liber divinitatis de LXX (Berthelot 1906), Pseudo-
Rhazes, De aluminibus et salibus (Ruska 193 5) and
Pseudo-Rhazes, Liber lumen luminum (Lippmann
1954, III, 27). In addition, there are Rhazes’ “Book
of Secrets” and pseudepigraphic texts like Pseudo-
Avicenna’s De anima in arte alkimie or the treatises
on alchemy in the Secretum secretorum, the Arab
encyclopaedia of Pseudo-Aristotle.

The reception of Arab alchemy in Europe com-
mences with the same story of Morienus Romanus
for the Umayyad prince Khalid, which marked the
Islamic reception of Greek alchemy. Robertus
Ketenensis (Robertus Castrensis), i.e. Robert of
Chester (from Ketton) translated it in 1144 as
Liber de compositione alchemiae and introduced
in its foreword “alchymia™ as a hitherto unknown
art into Europe. He and his friend Hermann of
Carinthia were studying alchemy while staying
near the Ebro in Spain. Both men were influenced
by the School of Chartres.

The number of early translations of alchemical
writings from Arabic into Latin was not that great,
and the well-received “Book of Alums and Salts”
represents the foundation text of alchemy in the
West, combining theory, allegory and practice. The
Arab original was probably written in Spain in
the t1th or r2th century. Its contents are as fol-
lows: the unknown author generally follows the
line of Jabir and Rhazes, but also quotes from a
poem attributed to Khalid and, not unexpectedly,
appends the Mercury-Sulphur theory. However, he
repeatedly reverts to his own experiments. The
work is predominantly practical and treats the basic
substances according to Rhazes’s classification: six-
teen chapters on spirits (mercury, arsenic, sulphur,
sal ammoniac), forty-nine on bodies, i.e. metals
(gold, silver, iron, lead, tin, copper), eight on stones
and twelve on salts. This sober and objective chem-
ical exposition is, however, mixed with the use of
cover-names and esoteric, allegorical codes. In his
description of mercury, for example, empirical
observation initially prevails. But then analogy is
invoked to conclude that the mercurial spirit pene-
trating another metal, which it clearly is able to
tincture by giving it a different appearance, may
also be able to act as an elixir by clarifying this
other metal into silver (“white”) and gold (“red”).

This description is known as the Pure Mercury
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theory, already encountered among other theories
of the transmutation of metals in Jabir’s Liber de
septuaginta. But then the language grows more
obscure and a series of cover-names ensues (“water
of life”, “colouring herb”), as found in the Turba
philosophorum, followed by a list of the properties
of mercury deriving from its twofold nature. This
twofold nature is conveyed by an image, entirely in
the style of Ibn Umail’s allegorical alchemy or the
Turba philosophorum. The snake impregnating
itself, giving new birth from itself, when its time has
come, unites the opposites of masculine and femi-
nine in itself and renews itself. This is an allegory of
the Ouroboros symbol. The toxicity of the mercury
vapours is emphasised and then an easily under-
stood representation is given of red mercury oxide
being slowly heated. A torrent of cover-names is
used, as if to make the point. The ensuing allegori-
cal dialogue between gold and mercury is tradi-
tional, as found in Jabir’s “Book of Seventy”. Once
again, mercury is presented as the origin of all
metals, even of gold, as well as its hermaphroditic
nature. According to whether it is regarded as mas-
culine or feminine, mercury should be wedded to
the feminine (sister) or masculine (brother). This
idea might appear to favour the Mercury-Sulphur
theory rather than the Pure Mercury theory. How-
ever, as a hermaphrodite, mercury contains both
principles, which can each enter into a new rela-
tionship and thus both theories can harmoniously
co-exist. By means of arsenic and sulphur, mercury
can thus transmute base metals into silver and gold.

The introduction of alchemy to the scholarly
world of Europe in the t2th and 13th century
immediately provoked controversy. Alfred of
Sareshel (Alfredus Anglicus) stirred up opposition
against the ars nova at the turn of the r2th and
13th century. He was a member of Gerard of Cre-
mona’s circle and was responsible for some of the
new translations of Aristotelian writings from Ara-
bic. In the fourth book of his translation of Aristo-
tle’s Meteorologica he added the meteorological
section of Avicenna’s Book of the Remedy under
the title De congelatione et conglutinatione lapidum
(“Concerning the Coagulation and Conglutination
of Stones”), without acknowledgement. But this
contains the “Sciant artifices”, Avicenna’s famous
rejection of transmutation. With these first transla-
tions of the r2th century the entire Arab theory of
alchemy together with its imagery and terminology
entered the Latin West.
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1. MAIN DEVELOPMENTS

The transition from Arabic to Western alchemy
in the 12th and 13th centuries did not create an
abrupt rupture. Its Hellenistic and Arabic founda-
tions were adopted and developed further, leading
to new theoretical speculation and more practical
knowledge. Research on this period is still devel-
oping as the surviving manuscripts have not yet
been thoroughly investigated and evaluated.
Research is still needed to ascertain attributions
and borrowings and to distinguish traditional the-
ories and innovative ideas. Further biographical
study would be necessary to investigate putative
or legendary medieval authors, such as Basilius
Valentinus, Bernhard von der Mark, — Nicolas
Flamel, Vincentius Koffshki or Salomon Trismosin.

Medieval alchemy was not a natural science in
the modern sense but a doctrine of nature, which
tried to discover and apply the laws of nature
through theory and experiment. Its fundamental
assumption was a holistic concept, which united
the macrocosm of the stars and the microcosm of
man and nature. The teachings of authentic or leg-
endary authorities such as Aristotle or > Hermes
Trismegistus served as theoretical bases. New dis-
coveries had to be harmonised with traditional
teachings and this was a slow process. Speculation
and practical experience formed a unity. Theory set
the context and determined the direction of the
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work. Experiment either confirmed theory or occa-
sioned new considerations.

The goal of the medieval alchemists was not just
the exploration but the perfection of nature,
regarded as a divine task or duty. This applied
chiefly to the base metals which were classified as
ill, impure or immature. They had to be purified
and perfected into silver or gold, a goal achieved by
stages of a longer process (opus magnum). They
had to be destroyed in their outer form and reduced
to a common prime matter (prima materia) from
which they would arise renewed through the
proper treatment and the favourable influence of
the stars. The Philosophers’ Stone (lapis philoso-
phorum) played a varied role: it was either the
additional ingredient which accelerated and brought
about transmutation or it was the result of the
process, and was then applied to other metals. It
was not only ascribed healing powers towards
inanimate nature but was regarded as an elixir,
which could heal human diseases and prolong life.
The desire to produce gold or silver was not the
pre-eminent goal of serious alchemy and the inten-
tional forgery of precious metals was opposed to it.
The boundary between alchemy and related sci-
ences such as astrology, medicine, or pharmacy was
not a sharp one. Because the constellation of plan-
ets was allegedly responsible for the growth of met-
als and their properties, astrological knowledge
was important for the alchemist. The link to medi-
cine and pharmacy followed on a theoretical level,
which set up an analogy between the alchemical
process and the healing of the human body, or in
practice, in which alchemy contributed towards
the preparation of medicines.

Western alchemy began in the middle of the r2th
century with translations from Arabic into Latin.
The centres of this translation activity were Toledo
in Spain, and the territories of Emperor Frederick II
Hohenstaufen in southern Italy and Sicily. The most
important translated works included the pseudo-
Aristotelian book Secretum secretorum, the Liber
de Septuaginta attributed to Jabir ibn Hayyan, the
Liber de Secretorum of Rhazes, and a text entitled
De aluminibus et salibus, also allegedly by Rhazes.

The development of alchemy was greatly in-
fluenced by the interest of two eminent 13th-cen-
tury scholars. = Albertus Magnus also dealt with
the growth of metals in his work De mineralibus.
He evaluated alchemy as an activity, capable of
changing the colour, weight or smell of matter. But
he regarded this only as an apparent transmutation
because its fundamental nature was immutable. —
Roger Bacon came to a different conclusion, dis-
tinguishing between speculative and operative al-
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chemy in his Opus minus and Opus tertium. While
speculative reason could be given to explain the
growth of matter from the elements, Bacon consid-
ered the principal task of operative alchemy as the
preparation of medicines for the prolongation of
life. Alchemy thereby became an established part of
medieval knowledge, as represented in the ency-
clopaedias of Bartholomaeus Anglicus (De propri-
etatibus rerum, ¢. 1230), Thomas von Cantimpré
(De rerum natura, c. 1240) or Vincenz von Beau-
vais (Speculum maius, c. 1250).

At this time, the first independent Latin mono-
graphs were written, but their authors are mostly
unknown. These texts frequently appeared under
the name of a famous scholar such as Thomas
Aquinas (1224/25-1274), > Arnau de Vilanova
(c. 1230-1311) and — Ramon Llull. The authors
and their readers were evidently untroubled by the
fact that these pseudepigraphic authors had written
critically on alchemy or even been its determined
opponents.

One work stands out within this growing litera-
ture, namely the Summa perfectionis magisterii
(c. 1300), attributed to Jabir ibn Hayyan. Its au-
thor, whom scholarship knows as Latin Geber, may
be identical with the Italian Franciscan Paulus de
Tarento. His text dealt with applied alchemy but
also provided new theoretical approaches. Accord-
ing to the Latin Geber, matter is composed of small
and separate individual corpuscles. Even the four
elements are composed of such corpuscles, but they
exist in the elements as identical components.
Quicksilver (mercury) and sulphur are composed
from these elementary particles which then form
the bases of other metals. Geber explained the vari-
able chemical properties of individual substances
by the size and density of the corpuscles. The pos-
sibility of an authentic transmutation of metals was
supposed to result from the purification of the
fundamental substances quicksilver and sulphur.
Quicksilver or mercury thus acquired a special
significance and Geber equated it with the Lapis
philosophorum. Further texts bearing Geber’s name
were not necessarily written by the same author.

Among the authors influenced by the Latin Geber
was Petrus Bonus (Pietro Bono or Buono), a physi-
cian and alchemist who probably came from Fer-
rara. The most important of his works is the text
Margarita pretiosa novella (c. 1330). He aimed at
creating a theoretical basis by presenting argu-
ments for and against alchemy. He thereby distin-
guished between scientific knowledge in alchemy
and divine illumination, which he equated with
religion. This association was perhaps the reason
for religious analogies with the alchemical process.
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An important theoretical contribution came
from the French Franciscan — Jean de Rocquetail-
lade (Johannes de Rupescissa), who is historically
identifiable and also the author of prophetic books.
In his Liber de consideratione quintae essentiae
omnium rerum, he described the preparation of
the quintessence of various substances which
transcended the properties of the four elements.
Through solution and multiple distillation, the
substances were supposed to be separated and
purified whereby their effectiveness was greatly
increased. According to Rupescissa, this quintes-
sence could be produced from minerals as well as
from organic matter. He considered the prepara-
tion of alcohol through the distillation of wine as
particularly important. This newly-won substance,
liquid and flammable, united the contrary pro-
perties of the elements water and fire. Alcohol was
moreover useful for preservation purposes and for
the extraction of active ingredients from plants.
The Liber de consideratione quintae essentiae
ommnium rerum, preserved in some hundred manu-
scripts, belongs to the most widespread alchemical
works of the Middle Ages.

Western alchemy underwent an important ex-
pansion through its involvement with Christianity
through several phases. It began with comparisons
and analogies between the chemical process and
the content of Christian doctrine. Alchemy thereby
gained credibility and meaning, and confirmed
Christian beliefs. A further stage involved the
alchemical interpretation of Biblical passages, in
which = Moses or Solomon were regarded as
authorities, and Genesis, the Song of Solomon or
the Apocalypse of St John were construed as
alchemical allegories. This development began
in the 14th century with Petrus Bonus and in the
writings attributed to Thomas Aquinas (Aurora
consurgens) and Arnau de Vilanova (De secretis
naturae, Exempla de arte philosophorum). In these
works the alchemical process was identified with
the Passion and Resurrection of Christ and ex-
pounded in great detail. Later works like the Buch
der beiligen Dreifaltigkeit continue these parallels
between Christ and the Stone, which appears as an
alchemical interpretation of the Christian Mass in
the Hungarian Melchior Szebeni (Processus sub
forma missa, before 1530). The close link with reli-
gion became an essential component of esoteric
and theosophical alchemy in the r7th and 18th
centuries.

The 15th century brought a further expansion of
alchemy, evident in the growing number of manu-
scripts and the increasing use of vernacular lan-
guages. Latin still dominated, but works were
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translated into national languages and increasingly
composed in the latter. The introduction of print-
ing in the 15th century had actually not much
impact, a fact that may be explicable by the per-
sistence of secrecy concerning alchemical knowl-
edge. Not until the 16th century did alchemical
writings appear in print.

The focus of practical work was the alchemical
process which was presented as a work of several
stages in many and varied versions. The most fre-
quently occurring numbers seven or twelve and
details regarding the length of the process had more
symbolic or astrological than practical significance.
In principle any substance could serve as a starting
point but metals were preferred and quicksilver or
gold used frequently. According to the simplified
principle of “Solve et caogula”, the process began
with the regression of the materials to their prime
matter, which was supposed to be achieved through
solution or combustion (“Solutio”, “Calcinatio”,
“Putrefactio”). Next individual components had to
be combined anew in several stages (“Coagulatio”,
“Coniunctio”, “Fixatio”). The result was an
improved substance, as a rule a precious metal.
Changes of colouration corresponded to the in-
dividual stages, which passed through black
(“Nigredo”) through white (“Albedo”) to red
(“Rubedo”), using pictorial images as well as
metaphors (raven, dragon, peacock, queen, king).

Even if the process never led to the desired goal,
the work led to a continual growth of chemical
knowledge through the countless experiments
necessitating precise observation and notes. The
vessels inherited from the Arabs were developed
further, above all distillation aparatus. The alembic
or aludel (“Cucurbit”), which served as a receiving
vessel, was a broad full-bellied vessel made of clay
or glass, later also of copper or iron. For distillation
purposes, it acquired a helmet (“alembic”) for col-
lecting the distillate which was then conducted into
a further vessel (“Rezipient”, “Receptaculum”)
through a long, beak-shaped extension. This appa-
ratus was gradually improved whereby the helmet
was increased in surface area to assist cooling
(“Rose Hat”) or an arrangement for condensation
(“Moor’s Head”), before this was replaced by a
cooling coil. Special distillation apparatus included
retorts with a curved neck (“Pelican”), an arrange-
ment with two reversionary tubes, permitting a
continual circulation during distillation. An air-
tight (“hermetic”) seal on the vessels by a special
substance (“lutum sapientiae”) prevented the
escape of the distillate. Distillation required an
even temperature for which one usually employed
an air, water sand, or ash bath, but also sun beams,



37

or the warmth produced by the fermentation of
horse dung. The most important result of distilla-
tion was the extraction of alcohol from wine.

Another discovery was the preparation of alum
from aluminous minerals, which was used for tan-
ning leather and the blanching of wool before dye-
ing. Acids and alkalis were investigated and their
properties thoroughly explored, leading to far-
reaching improvements in pharmacy and metallurgy.
It was first possible to separate gold and silver with
the help of nitric acid. The most significant innova-
tion of Western medieval alchemy was the prepara-
tion of gunpowder, already known in China.

Berthold Schwarz, a monk and gunsmith at Frei-
burg, first succeeded about 1370/75 in discovering
the correct proportions for the explosive mixture
of sulphur, salpetre and charcoal and using it in a
weapon. This invention revolutionised weaponry
for the next two hundred years. The production of
canons and later firearms required a complete
transformation in the equipment of armies, new
military tactics and defensive fortifications. Chi-
valry lost its military significance, leading to major
social changes.

The social and professional status of individual
alchemists is difficult to establish owing to scant
biographical data. However their circle must have
been limited, considering the preconditions neces-
sary for alchemy. These included literacy, proficiency
in Latin, and access to manuscripts. Financial
means were also necessary in order to acquire man-
uscripts, apparatus and chemicals, a room in which
a laboratory could be set up, and a regular income
to pursue the “Great Work™ exclusively for months
or even years. These preconditions were chiefly
available at two locations: monasteries and princely
courts.

There are biographical data for alchemists in
both settings. Monks included Jean de Rocquetail-
lade, Ulmannus, the author of Buch der heiligen
Dreifaltigkeit, Berthold Schwarz and perhaps the
Latin Geber. Manuscripts and rooms were avail-
able and the monastic community provided board
and lodging. Alchemists were also active at the
medieval princely courts, and several princes were
themselves alchemists. These include Friedrich I,
Margrave of Brandenburg, Johann “the Alchemist”,
and Albrecht Achilles, but also Barbara von Cilli,
the wife of Emperor Sigismund. It is debatable
whether monarchs pursued alchemy as a result of
philosophical and religious interests or with a view
to riches. Alchemists first appear among the urban
middle class in the course of the 15th century.

As alchemy spread, so did its criticism. This was
directed less against its theoretical foundations,
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which were hardly doubted, but rather against par-
ticular alchemists, who surfaced as “gold-makers”
or deceived others with forged precious metals.
The papal bull “Spondent quos non exhibent”
(c. 1317) of Pope John XXII is one of the earliest
bans, through which he possibily wished to restrict
monastic alchemy. Over the next two hundred years
bans followed from such princes as King Charles V
of France (1380) and Kings Henry IV (1403/04)
and Henry VI of England (1452), and from the
cities of Venice (1488) and Nuremberg (1493). The
town council of Nuremberg did not doubt alchemy
itself but forbade its practice because people were
deceived by it and injured by its practice. Many
poets expressed criticism. In the Divine Comedy
(1307-21) ~ Dante included the alchemists among
the deceivers who must remain in the lowest circle
of Hell and in Sebastian Brant‘s Narrenschyff (Ship
of Fools, 1494), they appear as fools who deceive
themselves. Brant quoted Aristotle as an authority
who regarded the transmutation of metals as
impossible. Neither bans nor criticism had any
enduring effect.

The end of the Middle Ages represents a pro-
found shift for alchemy as indeed for other sci-
ences. The Renaissance interest in > Neoplatonism
and — Hermetism had a positive influence on
alchemy but there was a simultaneous but critical
approach to traditional sciences. The work of —
Agrippa von Nettesheim chiefly shows this. In his
first great work De occulta philosophia (written
15710, revised and printed 1531) he advanced the
doctrine that occult sciences such as alchemy —
Astrology, Kabbalah [~ Jewish Influences] and —
Number Symbolism could make an important con-
tribution to knowledge of the world. But later he
rejected all sciences, including alchemy, on account
of their contradictions in his book De incertitudine
et vanitate scientiarum et artium.

— Paracelsus is a representative figure of this sci-
entific upheaval. He adopted the Mercury-Sulphur
doctrine of Arabic alchemy and complemented
these principles with the principle of Salt, identified
as the incombustible, non-volatile residue of the
alchemical process. He distinguished between the
“Alchemia transmutatoria”, which he rejected and
the “Alchemia medica” which he considered valid.
He saw its real task as the preparation and appli-
cation of medicine. In this process, “chemiatry”
separated from alchemy and developed into phar-
maceutical chemistry.

Other fields, previously part of alchemy, now
became independent and practical sciences. These
included the “Ars destillatoria”, on which numer-
ous printed books on distillation soon appeared.
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Michael Schrick published the text Niitzliche
Materie von mancherlay ausgeprannten Wissern
(1480). This was followed by the Strasbourg phy-
sician Hieronymus Brunschwig’s Liber de arte
Distillandi de Compositis and Philipp Ulstadt’s
distillation book Coelum philosophorum (1525),
which foresook theoretical speculation despite its
alchemical title.

One can observe a parallel development in books
on pyrotechnics and mining and prospecting. They
also omitted alchemical theories, limiting them-
selves to experiment and experience. Fundamental
works in this respect were the books De la piro-
technia of Vannoccio Biringuccio (Venice 1540)
and Alchimi und Bergwerck of Peter Kertzen-
macher (1534). A complete compendium of chem-
istry and metallurgy was written by Georg Agricola
in his posthumous work De re metallica libri XII
(Basle 1556). This signalled the emergence of
chemistry as an independent exact science. In
1597, the first chemistry textbook was published
by Andreas Libavius, which still bore the title
Alchemia, and in 1609 Markgrave Moritz of
Hesse-Cassel established a “laboratorium chymi-
cum publicum” at Marburg University, where the
mathematician Johannes Hartmann taught the
subject of “Chymiatrie”.

Even if alchemy and chemistry separated from
the 16th century onwards, medieval alchemy
remained a vital tradition in numerous ways and
formed the basis for the next three hundred years.
The works written between the 12th and 1 5th cen-
turies were distributed as manuscripts or as printed
books, either as monographs or in collections such
as the Theatrum Chemicum (1659-61), which
comprised more than 200 texts. Medieval authors
had an enduring influence and were frequently
quoted in later works. The high estimate of
medieval alchemy can be seen not least in the works
of the 16th and 17th century being issued as those
of legendary alchemists.

2. LITERATURE

The alchemical literature of the 12th to 1 5th cen-
turies was largely written in Latin. It began with
translations from Arabic, soon followed by inde-
pendent monographs. An analogous process oc-
curred two centuries later with translations from
Latin into the vernacular languages. Vernacular
language works ensued, often in collective volumes
of manuscripts together with Latin texts. Latin was
most important for the development of a profes-
sional vocabulary, as the vernacular adopted its
words, concepts and translated terms. Individual
survivals included words from the Greek (chem-
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istry, elixir, theriac) or from the Arabic (alembic,
amalgam).

Alchemical language is peculiar inasmuch as it
has two forms of expression. Many prodedures in
the experimental field were expressed in an objec-
tive and sober language, so making them compre-
hensible and easy to perform. These related to the
special operations, substances and apparatus used
in alchemical work. This discourse is scarcely dis-
tinguishable from the professional languages of
other medieval sciences such as medicine or phar-
macy. An arcane language prevails in other writ-
ings, with statements that are intentionally obscure
and incomprehensible. Their use is paramount in
theoretical and speculative alchemy but also in
practice. The arcane language is typified by the poly-
semantic use of words like “water”, which could
simply mean water, but also an acid or quicksilver.
An abundance of synonyms are also used for the
same object, for instance, the Philosophers’ Stone
which has more than several dozen names. They
extend from the names of substances (e.g. “Anti-
monium”) to symbols (“Phoenix”) and code names
(“Rex regum”, “Philosophical Gold”).

The use of metaphors, personifications and alle-
gories involving concepts and actions was particu-
larly favoured. There were borrowings from the
plant and animal world (dragon, wolf, serpent,
rose, lily) and also from the correspondence of
metals, planets and their deities, from ancient
mythology and Christian symbolism. Texts in this
arcane language often used an ecstatic tone, which
approached the language of — mysticism. They
were not only concerned with veiling alchemy and
keeping its results secret. Whatever had to remain
incomprehensible or meaningless to an uninitiated
reader could give an expert in alchemy important
information. The term “dragon” for quicksilver
was not just a codename but also referred to the
reactivity and toxicity of the metal.

The arcane language was also characterised by
Number Symbolism, often expressed in geometri-
cal forms. Every number and its corresponding
form had a meaning. The number 1 (circle) embod-
ied the Philosophers’ Stone as the whole purpose of
the Work. The number 2 signified polar opposites
(male-female, solid-liquid). The favourite was
number 3 (triangle) on account of its religious ref-
erence to the Trinity. This could stand for the fun-
damental Principles (Sulphur-Mercury-Salt), for
the natural kingdoms (mineral-vegetable-animal),
or for the progression of colours (black-white-red).
The number 4 (square) stood for the four elements
and their properties, the number 5 (pentagon) for
the “Qunintessence” as an elaboration of the four
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elements. The number 7 signified the seven planets,
the seven metals, or the seven stages of the Work.
The phrase “squaring the circle” stems from this
number symbolism.

A further characteristic of alchemical language is
the use of signs for processes, substances, and ap-
paratus. The oldest signs were the planetary sym-
bols for gold and silver, followed by those for the
other metals. Further signs developed as logograms
or pictograms, made of letters and tironic notes. In
contrast to modern usage, these signs were ambigu-
ous as various signs could be used for specific con-
cepts and the same signs did not always express the
same content. There were more than 40 signs in use
for quicksilver alone and over 3o for antimony,
arsenic, gold, borax or Weinstein (tartar).

In terms of literary genres, medieval alchemy
used recipes, prayers and riddles for shorter works,
and tracts, allegories and didactic poems for longer
works. The recipe was closely associated with the
recipe literature of other sciences. Its title usually
repeated the content in the form of a caption (“A
recipe . .. to make”). The necessary ingredients
often with their quantities are listed and the
method of preparation is described briefly. The
result is named at the end, followed by a prayer,
formula, or exclamation (“Deo gratias”). Simple
recipes were expanded into a description of the
Work, its individual stages and observable changes
of colour. They represent an attempt to describe a
scientific event with some precision and resemble
the tract.

The prayer was a special form of alchemical lit-
erature. It not only served to rebut charges of god-
lessness or heresy but showed the close connection
between alchemy and the Christian faith. Most
alchemists saw the collaboration of God as a pre-
condition for the success of their work. Even
riddles, often in rhyme, occur frequently in al-
chemy. The obscure statements of the arcane lan-
guage, paraphrases or pictures provided sufficient
material. It is probable that the cyphers using code-
names, metaphors or secret scripts were under-
stood as riddles.

Besides the recipe, the tract was the important
genre of alchemical literature. It served the objec-
tive and discursive treatment of the theme but
could also contain reflections and speculations.
The simple treatise was accompanied by a letter
containing a didactic conversation between two or
more persons or giving answers to fictitious ques-
tions, a favourite device of scholastic philosophers.

Distinct from the tract, the allegory clothed
alchemical theories or the course of the Work in a
story which was understoood as a simile or para-
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ble. These stories often possessed the features of a
tale and followed a similar pattern. They began
with the death of a person or a couple (man and
woman), who are then awakened through several
stages to a new and better life.

A theme could also be handled in rhyme. Short
and important statements were made more impres-
sive through verse. Longer poems employed metric
forms, even if the literary quality was often poor.
The content of such a poem might be a synopsis of
alchemical doctrines or a description of an alchem-
ical process. The poetic form was particularly
favoured in allegories, often fashioned as pictorial
poems where verse and pictures accompanied each
other.

While the illustration of Greek and Arabic man-
uscripts was limited to simple symbols and appara-
tus, the 14th century witnessed an increasingly
elaborate illustration of alchemical writings. These
images represented the practical work or the inte-
rior of a laboratory, a theme continued in painting
from the 16th century onwards. They chiefly served
to make the theory of alchemy and the Work more
graphic. It was but a small step to transform the
metaphors, personifications or allegories of the
arcane language into images, reflecting the colour-
ful phenomena of the alchemical Work.

To begin with, individual pictures had little con-
nection with the text, but they developed further
into pictorial sequences in which the alchemical
process was reproduced in all its stages. Some
examples are the poem Sol und Luna, and the prose
text Donum Dei. Sol und Luna was a short Ger-
man-language poem, probably dating from the
14th century and bound with the collective manu-
script Rosarium philosophorum which was first
printed in 1550. In its original form there were 78
verses and 20 pictures, which complemented one
another. They tell the story of Sun and Moon as
King and Queen who unite in a bath to form an
Hermaphrodite, before they die and their soul
leaves the body. After a heavenly dew has washed
the corpse, the soul returns. A winged Hemaphro-
dite arises and the process repeats. S/he is reborn
and finally appears as a crowned and enthroned
royal couple.

The pictorial series Donum Dei was also com-
posed around 1400. Despite many similarities with
Sol und Luna, it is an independent work. Here
again the pictures are the main focus while the text
derives chiefly from quotations in ancient writings
and simply forms the commentary. The process is
represented in twelve stages, which occur in a glass
flask and are additionally explained with flowers
and colours. Donum Dei depicts the union of a
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King and Queen, who are reborn after a phase of
immolation and death.

The German-language didactic text Splendor
solis was another favorite pictorial series com-
posed of seven tracts with 20 pictures and longer
text quotations. The author is named Salomon
Trismosin about whom nothing certain is known.
His traditional biography making him the teacher
of Paracelsus is fictional. Most of the pictures have
decorated borders displaying themes or concepts,
for instance, alchemy is compared with “women’s
work” or “child’s play” and appeared in 16th-
century manuscripts as splendid folio miniatures.
Meanwhile a picture sequence is interposed show-
ing the alchemical Work passing through seven
stages in the glass flask. Every stage is ruled by a
planet and the pictures portray the character and
professions of the “children” born under the corre-
sponding planetary sign.

The breadth and literary variety of medieval
alchemical literature is exemplified by four German-
language works of the 15th century. The most
remarkable work is the Buch der heiligen Dreifal-
tigkeit, which survives in numerous manuscripts,
although it was never printed. The author was a
Franciscan, who called himself a “virgin” and is
named Ulmannus in several manuscripts. He wrote
his book between 1410 and 1419 and dedicated it
to Friedrich von Hohenzollern, later Margrave of
Brandenburg, whom he probably met at the Coun-
cil of Constance. He prepared a copy or an abridge-
ment for Emperor Sigismund. The author possessed
remarkably good chemical knowledge, perhaps
from personal experience. The illustrated manu-
scripts show chemical vessels and furnaces. The
Buch der heiligen Dreifaltigkeit offers an example
of the Christ-Stone correspondence, represented in
numerous pictures. The symbols of the Evangelists
are used for the four elements; the Passion of
Christ, his Resurrection and the Crowning of Mary
are analogous to the alchemical Work. The book is
also a religious document written in a passionate,
evocative, and even ecstatic language where prose
often gives way to verse. Ulmannus called his work
a heavenly gift, that he wrote at God’s command
and which the Devil tried to hinder. He attributed
incredible properties to the Philosophers’ Stone: it
is said to heal all diseases, give invisibility, and lend
its owner the ability to float in the air and land
again safely. Finally the book is related to prophetic
and eschatological writings of the Reformation
such as the Reformatio Sigismundi, which also
indicates a relationship between the author and
Emperor Sigismund. He clearly imagined that
alchemy would produce the necessary financial and
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political resources to enable the Emperor to carry
out a reform of Church and Empire.

The “Lamspring Figures” are among the great
pictorial poems of the Middle Ages. The hitherto
unidentified author probably lived in the second
half of the 15th century in North Germany. His
Tractatus de lapide philosophorum consists of 15
pictures explained in verse. The fundamental idea
derives from Arabic alchemy, according to which
the volatile components of a substance (“Spiritus”
or “Anima”) must be separated from the solids
(“Corpus”), purified and then recombined as a new
substance. Lamspring described this doctrine in
two cycles. The first cycle consists of 10 pictures in
which the separation of matter is portrayed by a
pair of animals (fishes, lions, birds, wolf and dog,
stag and unicorn) in a loose sequence. The crowned
King and the fire-dwelling salamander represent
the climax of this cycle. The last five pictures return
to an allegory derived from the Arabic alchemist
Alphidius. It describes how a father obtains for his
son a guide who is to show him the whole world.
Both climb a great mountain and from its peak con-
template Heaven and Earth. But the son yearns to
return to his father, who consumes him in sheer joy.
A divine shower of rain transforms the father first
into water and then into earth, whence father and
son arise anew. They have now become immortal
and rule a great kingdom together with the guide.
The final image resembles Christian representa-
tions of the Trinity. Lamspring’s work became
widely known through a printed Latin translation,
published at Leiden in 1599, followed by further
editions. The pictures can be found in several col-
lections of the 17th century.

The cathedral dean and notary Johann Sternhals
resident at Bamberg between 1459 and 1488 chose
another literary form to present alchemical knowl-
edge. His prose work Ritterkrieg, surviving as a
manuscript and in printed editions (Erfurt 1595,
Hamburg 1680), used a court case as the narrative
frame for his tract, containing his alchemical expe-
rience over twenty years. In the trial, Gold (“Sol”)
appears before Mercury (“God and Judge”) to
accuse Iron as the “child of a whore” because it is
of base descent. However, Iron can defend itself
cleverly by proving that Gold is impure and listing
many of its own advantages and achievements.
Through the iron nails on the Cross, it had its own
share in redemption. The Judge wants to pass no
verdict but delegates the decision to the “Virgin
Nature”. But even she gives no metal preference,
but admonishes both to modesty and harmony.

A more sober example is the manuscript didactic
poem entitled Der Stein der Weisen, written by
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Hans Folz, a Meistersinger resident in Niiremberg.
Folz had acquired knowledge in many fields and
repeats them in rhyme form as well as a plague
regime and a balneological booklet. His poem on
alchemy comprising 600 verses displays well-
founded knowledge, but probably did not stem
from personal experience. He appears to have stud-
ied specialist literature and quotes it extensively.
The poem gives a survey of the theory and practice
of alchemy, in which the various kinds of distilla-
tion and furnaces are described, even if the author
considers one furnace and one vessel sufficient. The
poem ends with directions for the preparation of
the Philosophers” Stone.

Poetry as well as alchemical writings evidence
the widespread and increasing interest in alchemy
from the 14th century onwards. Already at the
beginning of the 13th century there are occasional
echoes in Wolfram von Eschenbach and Gottfried
von Strafsburg, although they indicate no precise
knowledge of alchemy. The works of John Gower
(1330-1408), William Langland (1332-1400) and
Johann von Tepl (c. 1330-1414) contain brief ref-
erences to alchemy, showing it to be a controversial
part of contemporary knowledge.

Alchemy appears extensively in the continuation
of Roman de la Rose (c. 1275/80), of Jean Chopinel
(Jean de Meun). In his reflections on the relation-
ship between art and nature, the poet also dilates
on alchemy, saying that it is a real science only pur-
sued properly by a few masters. He compares the
transmutation of metals with the production of
glass, in which potash produced by burning fern
was used.

The role of alchemy is even more important in
the work of the court poet Heinrich von Miigeln
(c. 1320-1372). In his poem Der meide kranz
(c. 1355) he describes a contest of the liberal arts in
which “Alchemia” enters. She describes her special
abilities, namely the production of colours and the
transmutation of metals. However the Emperor-
Judge does not give her the desired prize with
the justification that he has seldom met a rich
alchemist. Heinrich von Miigeln also deals with
alchemy in one of his shorter poems, and quotes
Geber as his authority.

A critical satire occurs in Geoffrey Chaucer’s
Canterbury Tales (c. 1480). In “The Canon’s Yeo-
man’s Tale” the pilgrims meet a canon and his ser-
vant. While the cleric remains silent and soon
leaves the group, the servant speaks at length
about their alchemical activities. He says he has
worked seven years for his master, but the unsuc-
cessful experiments have cost him his health and
fortune. Alchemists can be recognised by their
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shabby clothing and the “pungent brimstone smell”.

He readily reveals the results of the Work and
their treatment. In a second Tale he reports how a
canon won over a cleric to alchemy through lies
and deception and ruined him. At the end he refers
to the statements of ancient alchemists, who stress
that the “Great Work” may only be performed by
divine grace.

Jean Chopinel, Heinrich von Miigeln and Geof-
frey Chaucer describe alchemy so precisely, that
they were soon themselves quoted as alchemical
authorities, while their verse — disconnected from
the original work — enters specialist alchemical
literature.

The works of medieval alchemy start to appear
in print with few exceptions from the 16th cen-
tury on, several as independent monographs but
most as part of multi-volume collections such as
Theatrum chemicum (6 vols, Strasbourg 1659-61),
Jean-Jacques Mangets Bibliotheca chemica curiosa
(2 vols., Geneva 1702) or Erdffnete Geheimnisse
des Steins der Weisen oder Schatzkammer der
Alchymie (Hamburg 1718). The pictures were
often published separately. The two best-known
works are — Michael Maier’s Atalanta fugiens
(Oppenheim 1618) and Daniel Stoltzius von
Stoltzenberg’s Chymisches Lustgdirtlein (Frankfurt
1624). In both collections the pictures are explained
by new verses, and in Maier’s case by melodies and
longer commentaries. By these means alchemical
literature survived the Middle Ages and influenced
authors from the 16th to the 18th century and also
poets from the age of Baroque to the present.
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ALCHEMY IV: T6TH-T8TH CENTURY
Alchemy IV: 16th-18th Century

1. ALCHEMICAL THEORY AND PRACTICE
2. FROM ALCHEMY TO CHEMISTRY

3. SPIRITUAL ALCHEMY 4. ALCHEMICAL
LITERATURE

Not enough is yet known to write a complete his-
tory of alchemy in the early modern period. What
can be said is that there was, at that time, an explo-
sion of interest in the subject marked by the publi-
cation of an enormous number of alchemical texts.
A relatively marginal pursuit in the Middle Ages,
alchemy became more and more, over the 17th and
18th centuries, a mainstream occupation, influenc-
ing many scientists and philosophers as well as
artists, poets, mystics, freemasons, theosophers,
and spiritualists. Although scholars generally agree
that alchemists contributed to the origins of early
modern science, more work needs to be done to
establish the precise nature of their contributions.

Up to the beginning of the 18th century the
terms “alchemy” and “chemistry” were used inter-
changeably to describe activities ranging from
practical laboratory experiments to mystical and
psychological speculation. During the 18th cen-
tury, however, the two words increasingly assumed
their modern meaning in terms of two devel-
opments: first, metallic transmutation and gold-
making (chrysopoeia) were identified as the
distinctive goals of alchemy and dismissed by many
as fraudulent activities, while “chemistry” was
defined in broader terms as the science of analyzing
and synthesizing substances; second, the mystical
and spiritual aspects of alchemy flourished as never
before, but they became increasingly separated
from practical laboratory work. A clear distinction
consequently emerged between gold-making and
theosophical alchemy, on the one hand, and the sci-
ence of chemistry on the other.

1. ALCHEMICAL THEORY AND

PrAacCTICE

The traditional view that alchemy gave way to
chemistry once occult, vitalistic theories of matter
were replaced by the “mechanical philosophy” has
been qualified by scholars who emphasize the exis-
tence and variety of both corpuscular and vitalistic
theories throughout the medieval and early mod-
ern period and the difficulty of making a clear-cut
distinction between the two. Like their ancient and
medieval predecessors early modern alchemists
accepted transmutation as an observable fact of
life, and a diversity of alchemical schools arose
with a wide variety of theories derived from Greek,
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Arabic, and medieval sources to explain why it
occurs and how the process could be duplicated in
the laboratory. Although much more work on the
theories of individual alchemists needs to be done
before a complete picture of early modern alchemy
will emerge, it is clear that from the 16th to the
18th centuries alchemists had at their disposal an
array of theories that ranged from a view of matter
as inanimate corpuscles moved by external forces
to various vitalistic corpuscular theories in which
non-material forces played decisive roles. Aristotle
provided alchemists with a number of models to
explain transmutation. The notion that matter was
composed of the four elements — earth, air, fire, and
water — convinced some alchemists that transmuta-
tion involved varying the proportions of the con-
stituent elements in a base metal to emulate the
proportions in gold. This could be accomplished
through a potent transmuting agent known as the
philosopher’s stone. Aristotle expressed the same
theory in another way. Each substance consisted of
prime matter and a specific “form” that deter-
mined the characteristics of the substance, includ-
ing the proportions of the elements it contained.
Changing one substance into another on this model
involved reducing a substance to prime matter and
converting this into gold by means of the philoso-
pher’s stone.

Early modern alchemists also accepted the the-
ory of Arabic alchemists from the school of Jabir
ibn Hayyan (b. 721/2) that metals and minerals
were formed from an “ideal” sulfur and mercury,
sulfur accounting for flammability and mercury
for the fusibility and volatility of substances. This
theory originated in Aristotle’s suggestion that the
immediate constituents of minerals and metals
were two “exhalations” formed below the surface
of the earth, an “earthy smoke”, which was later
identified with sulfur, and a “watery vapor”,
identified with mercury (Meterologica, 111, 6 378a).
The 13th century author writing under the name
Geber and mistakenly identified with Jabir viewed
sulfur and mercury as complex, inanimate corpus-
cles, which united to produce different minerals
and metals. Geber’s corpuscular theory was also
indebted to the notion of “least parts” in Aristotle’s
Physics and Meterologica, an idea developed in
scholastic physics with the concept of minima
naturalia. In his Summa perfectionis Geber claimed
that the philosopher’s stone was composed of “phi-
losophical mercury”, the tiny corpuscles of which
were able to penetrate the pores of a base metal,
transmuting it into gold. Diverse alchemical schools
developed to explain the nature, preparation, and
use of this mercury. The so-called “Mercurialist”
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school was the most popular of these during the
17th century and led > Boyle and — Newton,
among others, to undertake experiments with mer-
cury that may have contributed to their ill health.
Geber’s corpuscular theory influenced the later
theories of Andreas Libavius (1540-1616), Daniel
Sennert (1572-1637), and Gaston DuClo (c. 1630-?).

During the 16th century the sulfur/mercury the-
ory was modified by — Paracelsus (1493/4-1541),
who added a third element, salt. The salt, sulfur,
mercury theory became characteristic of Paracel-
sians [~ Paracelsianism|, who identified the tripar-
tite nature of substances with the body, spirit, and
soul and the Trinity. The vitalism and religious ele-
ment inherent in Paracelsianism was not a novel
aspect of alchemy. The tendency to view chemical
processes in organic terms was characteristic of
alchemy from its origin, but biological models
became more prevalent from the Renaissance
onwards as stoic, hermetic, neoplatonic, and kab-
balistic influences became increasingly dominant.
According to the Stoics each material entity con-
tained its own specific “pneuma” or “seminal prin-
ciple” (logos spermatikos), which molded formless
matter in predictable ways. The idea that metals
grow from seminal elements, or seeds, was re-
inforced by the neoplatonic concept of “seminal
reasons” (rationes seminales), which contained
blue-prints, so to speak, for constructing specific
bodies from elementary matter. Augustine had
posited that seminal principles existed in matter
and germinated to produce different species of cor-
poreal beings (De Genesi ad litteram). Paracelsians
were particularly receptive to the idea that active
forces, variously described as archei (from the
Greek archeus, beginning, origin, first cause) or
semina existed in bodies. The Danish Paracelsian
physician Petrus Severinus and the Belgian Paracel-
sian — J.B. van Helmont accepted this idea, and
their work influenced the corpuscular philosophy
of Pierre Gassendi and Robert Boyle. This realiza-
tion has led historians to appreciate the vitalistic
elements persisting in 17th century “mechanical”,
“atomistic”, or “corpuscular” philosophy. A nota-
ble example is the acknowlegment of the way
Newton’s alchemical studies contributed vitalistic
elements to his concept of the forces of attraction,
cohesion, and repulsion between material particles.

The obvious discrepancies between these various
alchemical theories about exactly what and how
many elements constituted matter was com-
pounded by those like Etienne de Clave, Thomas
Willis and Nicholas Lemery who postulated the
existence of five elements: salt, sulfur, mercury,
phlegm or water, and earth. Far from dismaying
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most alchemists, however, this apparent confusion
fit nicely with the ancient and basic alchemical doc-
trine of év 1o mav, “One in all and all in one”,
derived from the neoplatonic conviction that every
created substance developed from one divine
source. This was the message of the Emerald Table
(Tabula Smaragdina), a series of oracular precepts
of unknown date attributed to the legendary
founder of alchemy in the West, Hermes Trismegis-
tus: ‘As all things were produced by the one word
of one Being, so all things were produced from this
one thing by adaptation’. This text had enormous
influence in the medieval and early modern period.
The phrase “one in all” and “all in one” became an
alchemical mantra. — Elias Ashmole’s (1619-1692)
heraldic motto was “ex uno omnia”.

The practical operations necessary to produce
the philosopher’s stone and transmute base metal
into gold were as varied as the theories upon which
they were based. The enigmatic and secret nature
of alchemical writing compounded the difficulty
of knowing exactly what ingredients, procedures,
and methods early modern alchemists employed.
Although at odds about what to transmute and
how to do it, they generally agreed that their work
must follow a sequence of color changes from
black to white to red, with occasional colors in
between. The final red stage symbolized the advent
of royalty, “the young king”, or the philosopher’s
stone. Alchemists disagreed, however, about the
nature and number of chemical processes necessary
to produce these color changes. The most opti-
mistic claimed the stone was made from one sub-
stance, in one vessel, in one operation, but this was
a minority view. Salomon Trismosin describes
seven processes in his Splendor Solis (16th cen-
tury). George Ripley expanded this to twelve in
his Compound of Alchemy (1591). In his Diction-
naire Mytho-Hermeétique (1758), Dom — Antoine-
Joseph Pernety associates each process with a sign
of the zodiac.

2. FRoM ALCHEMY TO CHEMISTRY

The traditional view that chemistry experienced
a “postponed scientific revolution” (Butterfield)
until the 18th century when Antoine-Laurent
Lavoisier (1743-1794) overthrew the phlogiston
theory has been questioned by historians who
stress the evolutionary nature of developments in
chemistry during the early modern period. Accord-
ing to this latter view, the transition from alchemy
to chemistry extended over the course of two and a
half centuries and occurred in two broad stages.
During the first stage (c. 1500-1700) alchemists/
chemists made considerable progress in identifying
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and classifying substances and reactions. In addi-
tion to making gold alchemists became increas-
ingly interested in discovering medicines and
commercial and manufacturing processes. During
the second stage (c. 1700-1800), chemists like Her-
man Boerhaave (1668-1738) and Georg Ernst
Stahl (1659-1734) distinguished between the
chemical and physical properties of matter, focus-
ing attention on the chemical molecule and its com-
position. Lavoisier built on the work of these
predecessors. Nevertheless, his work was revolu-
tionary inasmuch as he established new concepts
(e.g. oxidation, vaporization) and new quantitative
methods to determine chemical composition, all of
which fragmented the scientific community.

During the 16th century the tradition of practi-
cal, laboratory alchemy can be found in the many
works dealing with mining, metallurgy, smelting,
glass making, distilling, dyeing, pharmacology, and
other arts and crafts (H. Brunschwig, Liber de arte
distillandi, 1500; G. Agricola, De re metallica, 1556;
V. Biringuccio, Pirotechnia, 1540; P. Kertzenma-
cher, Alchimia, 1534). Andreas Libavius’s Alchemia
(r597) emerged from this tradition and has been
described as the first systematic textbook of chem-
istry. These works are particularly useful for their
detailed descriptions of the preparation and analy-
sis of chemical substances and for illustrations of
the variety of equipment used: alembics flasks, cru-
cibles, baths, burners, bellows, and various kinds
of furnaces producing different degrees of heat.
Alchemical genre painting (H. Weiditz, D. Teniers,
J. Steen, Rembrandt, A. van Ostade, G. Metsu)
gives a clear indication of the array of apparatus in
alchemical laboratories.

Somewhat akin to these works were treatises
devoted to the so-called “secrets of nature”, which
were extremely popular in the 16th and 17th cen-
turies. These offered procedures for such diverse
things as transmuting metals, producing exotic
plants and animals through grafting and cross-
breeding, cutting, conserving, and cooking food,
staving off baldness, eliminating wrinkles, and
engendering beautiful children (J.B. della Porta, —
C. Agrippa, A. Mizaldus, ].J. Wecker). Although
these works described many processes of dubious
worth, they were important inasmuch as their pub-
lication provided readers with information that
could be tested.

Paracelsus was an important figure in the transi-
tion of alchemy to chemistry. Paracelsus and his
followers broadened the scope of alchemy to en-
compass investigations of the composition, struc-
ture, properties, and reactions of matter. They were
particularly interested in chemical medicines. As
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experimenters, text-book writers, and systematiz-
ers, Paracelsians such as Daniel Sennert (1572-
1637), Michael Sendigovius (1566-1636), and J.B.
van Helmont (1579-1644) had a significant impact
on medicine, pharmacy, and chemistry. Their inter-
est in medicine led to the establishment of a school
of “iatrochemisty”, or medical chemistry that
became an accepted part of the curriculum of med-
ical schools during the 17th century.

While the idea that alchemy could shape and
improve nature for human benefit had been an
aspect of medieval alchemy, it gained greater
prominence in the early modern period. From the
second half of the 16th century the theme of
restoration and renewal was an important com-
ponent in the thought of an emerging number
of Paracelsians and Pansophists, who combined
alchemy, - magic, and the Kabbalah with Renais-
sance Hermetism. Characteristic of this genre were
the Rosicrucian Manifestos (Fama Fraternitatis,
1614; Confessio Fraternitatis, 1615), which mix
hermetic, neoplatonic, and alchemical themes into
a potent proclamation of the dawning of a new age.
While highly critical of alchemists whose only goal
is gold-making, they emphasized the role of al-
chemy in prolonging life and health and employed
alchemical symbolism to describe the spiritual and
political regeneration of society. The conviction
that scientific knowledge could restore man and the
world to something approaching prelapsarian per-
fection is a common theme in the 17th century. —
Francis Bacon (1561-1626) made this claim in The
Advancement of Learning. In The New Atlantis, he
envisioned a vast and well equipped scientific com-
plex called “Solomon’s House”, which was dedi-
cated to the investigation of nature for ‘the relief of
man’s estate’. Bacon’s ideas were championed by a
number of English and continental millenarians
and reformers who practiced alchemy. By empha-
sizing the crucial role played by human beings in
improving and transforming nature, early modern
alchemists contributed to the Enlightenment idea
of scientific progress.

17th century alchemists/chemists such as J.R.
Glauber (1604-70), Robert Boyle (1627-1691),
J.J. Becher (1635-82), J.F. Helvetius (1625-1709),
Hermann Boerhaave (1668-1738), and G.E. Stahl
(1659-1734) made significant progress in under-
standing chemical reactions through experimen-
tation and quantitative analysis. Although they
continued to attempt transmutation, their work
contributed to the growing fissure between al-
chemy and chemistry and illustrated the practical
contributions alchemists made to manufacturing
and commerce. Becher’s career is instructive. He
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was one of many alchemists to enjoy the patronage
of rulers and nobles (such as ~ Rudolf II, Elizabeth
I, Henry 1V, Louis XIII, and Landgraf Moritz of
Hessen Kassel), who employed alchemists to shore
up their power both symbolically and financially.
Appointed by Leopold I as “Imperial Commercial
Advisor”, Becher proposed a variety of money-
making schemes involving the manufacture of
porcelain and chemicals, silk and wool weaving,
wine and glass making, and the production of med-
icines. He also designed laboratories for testing
alchemical claims and processes. A major factor in
the transition of alchemy to chemistry was this
kind of testing and the accumulation of negative
evidence. Boerhaave, for example, performed an
experiment in which he heated mercury at roo
degrees Fahrenheit continuously for fifteen years
and six months. At the end of this period he
rejected the sulfur/mercury theory, concluding that
it was neither possible to transform ordinary mer-
cury into the mercury of the philosophers by heat
alone nor to fix mercury into anything approaching
gold and silver. As more refined laboratory tech-
niques and apparatus were developed in the 18th
century, the testing of alchemical claims continued
and they were increasingly found to be dead ends.

While there were notable advances in chemistry
during the first half of the 18th century in terms of
mineral analysis, metallurgical techniques, and the
isolation of new substances such as phosphorus,
there was still no clear idea of exactly what the ele-
mentary constituents of matter were. In investigat-
ing this question, the phenomenon of combustion
received considerable attention. Alchemists had
generally explained the transformations produced
by heating and burning as a separation of bodies
into the four elements of Aristotle, the three
Paracelsian principles, or the five elements of Willis
and others. Van Helmont was the first to challenge
this assumption. He was followed by Boyle. Both
discovered that different substances were produced
during combustion and that many of these did not
preexist in the material burnt. These observations
were not correctly interpreted until Lavoisier. For
the intervening hundred years the phlogiston the-
ory suggested by Becher (Physica subterranea,
1669) and elaborated by his pupil Stahl provided
the most popular explanation for combustion.
Stahl maintained that when anything burned,
phlogiston (“burning” in Greek) was released. The
original substance could be restored if the lost
phlogiston was recombined with the burnt residue.
Stahl had the actual order of events backwards.
What he described as a loss of phlogiston was actu-
ally a gain in oxygen, while the addition of phlo-
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giston was in reality a loss of oxygen. Although
mistaken, Stahl’s suggested a plausible theory link-
ing together a large number of facts, which sug-
gested new experiments and led to new discoveries.
These culminated in Lavoisier’s experiments with
mercury and his discovery of the role of oxygen in
combustion. Lavoisier’s work was made possible
by the earlier discoveries of Joseph Black (1728-
1799), Henry Cavendish (1731-1810), and Joseph
Priestly (1733-1804), but he synthesized their
findings into coherent theories that put chemistry
on a firm quantitative basis. However, it was not
until the elaboration of atomic theory in the fol-
lowing century by John Dalton (1766-1844) that
alchemy and chemistry reached a final parting of
the ways. The realization that each element had a
specific atomic weight reflecting its structure and
ability to react opened the way for modern theo-
retical chemistry.

Despite the denunciation of alchemy by such
figures as Fontenelle (Histoire de I’Académie des
Sciences, année 1722), Etienne-Francois Geoffroy
(Des supercheries concernant la pierre philoso-
phale, 1722), and Chevalier de Jaucourt (“Pierre
philosophale”, Encyclopédie, 1765), enthusiasm
for alchemy continued in the 18th century. Reports
of successful transmutation were given by such
people as by James Price (1752-1783), a fellow of
the Royal Society, and the respected German theo-
logian ].S. Semler (1725-1791). Alchemy was stud-
ied and practiced especially in Germany, where it
was closely connected to some forms of — Pietism
and to the resurgence of Paracelsianism and —
Rosicrucianism. Alchemical imagery and symbol-
ism (combined with elements of > Freemasonry, —
Hermeticism, Kabbalah, and pietistic Christianity)
played a central role in the philosophy and rituals
of the Gold- und Rosenkreuz, whose members
were expected to engage in laboratory work in the
hope of finding the quintessence or vital essence of
the universe. Such a goal was clearly at odds with
the rational, experimental, and essentially secular
chemistry practiced by Lavoisier and his col-
leagues. This Rosicrucian order attracted a strong
following throughout the German-speaking world
as well as in Poland and Russia. It reached the
height of its influence in the Prussia of King Fred-
erick William II (1786-97), who was a member of
the order, but by the end of the century it had all but
disappeared. Leading figures of the late German
Enlightenment such as the Marburg Professor
of medicine EJ.W. Schroder (1733-1778), the
anatomist S.T. von Sommering (1755-1830), and
his friend the naturalist Georg Forster (1754-
1794) were drawn to alchemy and Rosicrucianism,
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although Sémmering and Foster eventually became
disenchanted with both. > Goethe’s “Pflantzen-
lehre” drew partly on alchemical ideas. During his
pietistic period (1768/69) he read Paracelsus, Basil
Valentine, J.B. van Helmont, Eirenaeus Philalethes
(George Starkey), and A.]. Kirchweger’s Aurea
catena Homeri (1723). Among the more flamboy-
ant alchemists of the period were the Count of —
Saint-Germain (1701-1784), Giuseppe Balsamo,
better known as — Cagliostro (1743-1795), and his
teacher, the enigmatic kabbalist, magician, and
alchemist, > Samuel Jacob Chayyim Falk (c. 1710-
1782). General Charles R. Rainsford (1728-1809),
a member of the Royal Society who was involved
with Falk, left hundreds of texts in five languages
dealing with alchemy, Kabbalah, magic, medicine,
and — astrology. Ebenezer Sibly (1751-99), who
received a medical degree from Aberdeen Medical
College, read Newton, Priestly, Lavoisier, Aristotle,
— Hermes Trismegistus, > Khunrath, and Paracel-
sus and attempted to combine them in A Key to
Physic and the Occult Sciences (1792).

Although Alain Mothu has demonstrated that
Paracelsian naturalism appealed to some libertine
authors of clandestine literature in their fight
against religion, for the most part the resurgence of
alchemy in the 18th century constituted a backlash
against aspects of the Enlightenment, especially the
emphasis on reason to the exclusion of human spir-
itual and emotional needs. It was a backlash that
appealed increasingly to philosophers and theoso-
phers rather than scientists. While the attempt to
transmute base metal and produce the elixir
remained legitimate laboratory objectives for some
people, alchemy became increasingly detached
from practical chemistry and more closely associ-
ated with spiritual, theosophical, and philosophi-
cal currents.

3. SPIRITUAL ALCHEMY

The tendency to interpret physical change in
spiritual terms was part of alchemy from its incep-
tion in the ancient world. Beginning in the Middle
Ages and well into the 18th century parallels were
drawn between alchemical processes and the mys-
teries of Christianity (see e.g. George Ripley in the
prologue to his The Compound of Alchemy: ‘O
Unity in the substance, and Trinity in the God-
head . . . As thou didst make all things out of one
chaos, so let me be skilled to evolve our microcosm
out of one substance in its three aspects of Magne-
sia, Sulphur, and Mercury’). The preparation of the
philosopher’s stone was described in terms of death
and resurrection and equated with the death and
resurrection of Christ; the constituents of the stone,
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for example, the salt, sulfur, and mercury of the
Paracelsians, were identified with spirit, soul, and
body as well as the Trinity. The religious nature of
many alchemical texts makes it difficult at times to
distinguish those that describe actual laboratory
processes from those employing alchemical lan-
guage for purely spiritual ends. Nevertheless, there
was a clear tendency among “spiritual” alchemists
to distinguish themselves from those they disparag-
ingly described as “puffers” or “sooty empirics”.
The English physician, alchemist, and Rosicrucian
sympathizer — Robert Fludd (1574-1637) dis-
missed the work of practical alchemists as “chy-
mia vulgaris”. Only their imagery and symbolism
kept these alchemists in touch with the fire and the
furnace.

The upsurge in spiritual alchemy coincided with
the breakdown of religious unity during the Refor-
mation. Alchemical symbolism provided an ideal
framework for individuals seeking new schemes of
salvation both for themselves and the world at
large. The books written by = Jacob Boehme illus-
trate how well alchemical symbolism served spiri-
tual and theosophical ends. Boehme’s writings fuse
alchemical, Paracelsian, hermetic, and kabbalistic
themes into a theosophical exhortation to spiritual
rebirth. His collected works were republished six
times between 1677 and 1769, and they influenced
18th and 19th century Romantics, philosophers,
spiritualists, and theosophers.

Much of the spiritual side of western alchemy
was rooted in the notion that the world was a bat-
tle ground, in which the forces of evil (matter) bat-
tled the forces of good (spirit). This idea came from
a variety of sources, neoplatonic, kabbalistic, and
Christian. Alchemists were sometimes presented
as quasi-Gods in their laboratories, as saviors
redeeming base matter, equating the philosopher’s
stone with Christ and identifying themselves with
both (see e.g. Agrippa’s discussion of Geber in De
Occ. Phil. 111, 36). One of the most daring appro-
priations of Christian symbolism appears in the
alchemical mass devised by Nicholas Melchior
of Hermanstadt (Theatrum Chemicum, vol. 3).
Abbot — Johannes Trithemius (1462-1516), —
Valentin Weigel (1533-1588), A. von Francken-
berg (1593-1652), > John Pordage (1608-1681),
— Thomas Vaughan (1621-65), Angelus Silesius
(1624-1677), Q. Kuhlmann (1651-1689), and —
J.G. Gichtel (1638-1710) were among the 17th
century authors who employed alchemical symbol-
ism to describe spiritual transformations.

Although many alchemists were members of the
clergy, their ventures into theology affronted a
number of orthodox Catholics and Protestants.
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There was a potential conflict between alchemy
and mainstream Christianity that arose from the
hermetic elements inherent in alchemy. Many
alchemists believed that man not only has the
power to become divine himself, but because he is
a microcosm representative of the macrocosm, or
world at large, he has the power to redeem matter
as well. Not all alchemists embraced such extreme
and heretical views. — Michael Maier (1568-
1622), for example, was a committed Lutheran
who believed the philosopher’s stone was a gift of
faith. But alchemy and alchemical symbolism
could and did have unorthodox, even heretical
implications. For example, the Catholic librarian
and skeptic Gabriel Naudé (1600-53) criticized
alchemy for both its impiety and obscurity. The
Minim Marin Mersenne (1588-1648) and his
friend Father Pierre Gassendi (1592-1655) accused
alchemists of proposing a “chemical” religion in
opposition to true Christianity. In 1625 the Sor-
bonne condemned Khunrath’s Amphitheatrum
sapientiae on the same basis, and the Inquisition
initiated proceedings against J.B. van Helmont for
attributing the healing powers of holy relics to
magnetic virtues, akin to the lodestone and
weapon-salve. Luther was one of the few Church-
men to praise alchemy both for its practical uses
and its verification of Christian doctrine, but
the bitter condemnation of Andreas Osiander
(1498-1552) for his ‘new alchemistic theology’
reveals the hostile view of alchemy among many
Lutherans. In 1690/91 the Lutheran theologian
E.D. Colberg wrote a diatribe against the fanatical
and unorthodox beliefs of those he derisively
labeled “Alchymisterey” (Das Platonisch-Herme-
tische Christenthum).

Spiritual alchemy proliferated in the 18th cen-
tury. Alchemical themes and symbols were inte-
grated into Masonic and Roscrucian rituals,
among such groups as the — Asiatic Brethren, the
Lodge of the Amis Réunis, the - Illuminés d’Avi-
gnon, and various Rosicrucian orders in Germany.
In L’Etoile flamboyante (1766) Baron de Tschoudy
claimed that the goal of masonry and alchemy was
identical. Among the most widely read works of
spiritual alchemy were the collected works of
Jakob Boehme, which were republished in Ger-
many and England; J.P. Maul, Medicina theologia,
chymico- irenica et christiano-cabbalistica (1713);
the anonymous Die edelgeborne Jungfrau Alchy-
mia (1730) of J.C. Creilung; - G. von Welling’s
Opus mago-cabalisticum et theosophicum (1735);
A.J. Kirchweger, Aurea Catena Homeri (1723),
which was translated into Frech in 1772 and reis-
sued by the Gold- und Rosenkreuz as Annulus Pla-
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tonis oder physicaklisch-chymische Erklirung der
Natur (1781) and the Compaf§ der Weisen (1779).
Scholars have noted the influence of alchemical
ideas on — Romanticism, 18th-century philoso-
phies of nature and history, and a wide variety
of theosophical societies and organizations. —
Novalis (1772-18071) read extensively in alchemi-
cal as well as theosophical literature. J.G. Herder’s
(1774-1803) philosophy of history was influenced
by hermetic ideas. The vision of a golden age of
social equality, political justice, and moral integrity
characterizing the thought of Johann Albrecht
Bengel (1687-1752) and his pupil — Friedrich
Christoph Oetinger (1702-82) was fostered by
alchemical expectations of universal restoration
and renewal. Their work, along with that of
Boehme, had a decisive influence on — EW.].
Schelling’s (1775-1854) “Naturphilosophie” as
well as on G.W.E. Hegel’s (1770-183 1) philosophy.
Hegel’s friend — Franz van Baader (1765-1841),
known as “Bohme redivivus”, also utilized alchem-
ical themes in his eclectic theosophy. = Martinez de
Pasqually (1727-1774) founded the freemasonry
rite of the — Elus-Coéns, which combined elements
of alchemy and theosophy. He introduced — Louis
Claude de Saint-Martin (1743-68) to the alchemi-
cal and theosophical idea of the God-man, who
works in concert with God to restore humanity to
its prelapsarian perfection. John L. Brooke has
documented the widespread interest in alchemy in
18th century America and the influence alchemical
ideas had in the later development of Mormon cos-
mology and theology.

4. ALCHEMICAL LITERATURE

The demand for alchemical literature reached its
height during the early modern period and is
reflected in the publication of numerous individual
tracts and substantial collections of alchemical
treatises such as De alchemia opuscula (1550),
published by Cyriacus Jakob; G. Gratarolo, Verae
Alchemiae . . . (1561); Theatrum Chemicum (1659-
1661), published by L. Zetzner; the Musaeum
Hermeticum Reformatum et Amplificatum (1678);
Elias Ashmole, Theatrum Chemicum Britannicum
(1652); J.J. Manget, Bibliotheca Chemica Curiosa
(1702); Friedrich Roth-Scholtz, Deutsches Thea-
trum Chemicum (1728), and EJ.W. Schroder, Neue
Alcymistiche Bibliothek (1771-1774) and Neue
Sammlung der Bibliothek fiir die hohere Natur-
wissenschaft und Chemie (1775-1780). The Bene-
dictine Antoine Joseph Pernety (1716-1801)
published a key to alchemical symbolism in his
Dictionnaire Mytho-Hermétique (1758). With Les
Fables Eygptiennes et Grecques dévoilées et réduites
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au méme principle he followed in the tradition of
G.A Augurelli (1454-c. 1537), Salomon Trismosin
(16th century), and Michel Maier (1568-1622),
interpreting Greek and Egyptian myths in terms of
operative alchemy. Alchemy was so popular in the
early modern period that a new genre of literature
emerged, the “transmutation history”, which pro-
vided detailed eye-witness accounts of successful
transmutations. Robert Boyle witnessed one such
event and was afterwards so convinced of the pos-
sibility of transmutation that he was instrumental
in obtaining the repeal of the English law against
Multipliers (Henry IV, 1404) in 1689.

Reflecting its dual nature as both a laboratory
science and a spiritual quest, alchemical literature
appeared in a variety of forms ranging from
straight forward descriptions of laboratory proce-
dures to poems, autobiographies, dialogues, reports
of alchemical meetings, catechisms, romances,
parables, visions, prayers, and even the occasional
play emphasizing its spiritual aspects (Knorr von
Rosenroth’s alchemical masque Conjugium Phoebi
et Palladis [1677]) or ridiculing it as fraudulent
(Ben Jonson’s The Alchemist). Before the early
modern period most alchemical texts were in Latin
and restricted to the educated. The growth of ver-
nacular alchemical literature made it accessible to a
broader segment of society and helps to explain the
proliferation of texts.

One of the major ways historians traditionally
distinguished between alchemy and chemistry was
on the basis of language. Alchemical texts were
identified by their obscure, metaphorical style,
chemical texts by their plain descriptions of chem-
ical processes. However, more recent discussions
have shown that it is not always possible to make
such a sharp distinction. Many alchemical authors
employed secret codes, anagrams, paradoxes, and
allegories and deliberately confused readers by
leaving out important words, including misleading
information, employing exotic synonyms for the
materials and processes discussed, and breaking off
or changing the subject at crucial points to resume
it in a seemingly unrelated place. Nonetheless, eso-
teric texts of this nature have been successfully
decoded to reveal descriptions of actual chemical
processes, and even in those instances when labo-
ratory chemistry is clearly the subject of discussion
alchemists tended to hide their message and even
themselves under a veil of inscrutability. The works
of Basil Valentine are a case in point. Whoever
wrote these treatises hid under the pseudonym
“mighty” or “valiant king” and tried to pass him-
self off as a monk living in the 15th century rather
than someone (probably Johann Tholde) living in
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the 17th. The use of pseudonyms and claims to
belong to an earlier age are typical of alchemical
authors. Both practices underline the claim that
alchemy embodied a powerful secret wisdom orig-
inating in a divine revelation granted solely to the
spiritually worthy. The texts attributed to Basil
Valentine contain a mix of spiritual admonitions
and obscure allegorical statements together with
good laboratory directions for preparing such
things as metallic antimony, hydrochloric acid,
solutions of caustic alkali, acetates of lead and cop-
per, gold fulminate, and many other salts. The
author was also interested in the medicinal uses of
compounds of antimony and mercury. Secrecy and
obscurity is therefore not the hallmark of alchemi-
cal texts. Even Robert Boyle condoned secrecy in
certain cases and purposely obscured reports of
some of his alchemical experiments.

The propensity of alchemists to conceal their
message was partly due to prudence. In an age
before patents they were anxious to protect their
chemical secrets and thus enhance their worth in
the eyes of potential patrons. Alchemists were also
cautious about expressing themselves too freely
lest they be held hostage by avaricious men.
Alchemical literature is filled with stories of
imprisoned alchemists or those disguised to elude
potential captors.

In addition to trying to protect themselves, many
alchemists expressed themselves in ways that are
obscure to the modern mind because they sub-
scribed to what has been labeled “an emblematic
worldview”. They viewed the universe holistically:
everything was related through a system of sym-
bolic = correspondences linking the heavens to
human beings, animals, plants, minerals, and met-
als. A prime example of this way of thinking ap-
pears in —~ John Dee’s Monas Hieroglyphica. Dee
considered this symbol a talisman embodying all
the powers of the universe. By contemplating it,
men would simultaneously absorb these powers
and experience a spiritual transformation. For Dee,
as for many alchemists, symbols offer direct access
to hidden knowledge and a way to harness this
knowledge for human advantage. In alchemy, a
picture is literally worth a thousand words, which
explains the popularity of alchemical emblem
books, such as Aurora consurgens (15th century),
Splendor solis (16th century), Rosarium philoso-
phorum (1550), Mutus liber (1702), and the works
of Michael Maier (1568-1622) and ].D. Mylius
(1585-16238).

Alchemical emblem books reveal a worldview in
which nature is alive, and human beings supply the
model by which everything is measured. The cre-
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ation of the philosopher’s stone is envisioned as a
birth resulting from the sexual union of male and
female “seeds”, depicted in the form of a King and
Queen. Alchemical vessels are “wombs”, inside of
which the “Royal Child” develops. The chemical
wedding and sexual union of the King and Queen
are therefore central motifs in many alchemical
texts. The beautiful sequence of illustrations in the
Splendor Solis (16th century) depicts the drama of
this carefully orchestrated birth. The conception
and birth of the philosopher’s stone is not, how-
ever, a straightforward affair. The chemical wed-
ding requires the sacrifice, death, and rebirth of the
couple, who are an extraordinary pair, for not only
are they husband and wife, they are also mother
and son, brother and sister, or father and daughter.
This apparent endorsement of incest underscores
the great alchemical truth that every created thing
emanates from a single, divine soul-substance. This
truth was illustrated by one of the most popular
alchemical symbols, the ouroboros, or tail-eating
serpent.

In the course of the 17th and 18th century the
kind of symbolism characteristic of an emblematic
worldview gradually gave way to less emotive and
metaphorical descriptions of laboratory reactions
for a variety of reasons. The great interest in
alchemy encouraged the publication of an in-
creasing number of textbooks in which laboratory
operations were classified and substances and
alchemical terms more clearly defined (for exam-
ple, J. Beguin, Tyrocinium chymicum [1612]; N. Le
Febvre, Traicté de la Chymie [1660]; C. Glaser,
Traité de la Chymie [1663]; N. Lemery, Cours de
Chimie [1675]. The defense of esotericism and
secrecy became less useful and profitable as new
career opportunities developed for court alchem-
ists, textbook writers, university teachers, private
tutors, public lecturers, and purveyors of chemical
medicines, all of whom had an economic incentive
to make their knowledge public. A new rhetoric of
clarity and openness arose, and even though it was
not always practiced, it reinforced the idea that
knowledge of chemistry should be available to the
educated public.

Lit.: S.G. Allen and ]. Hubbs, “Outrunning Atalanta:
Feminine Destiny in Alchemical Transmutation”, Signs
6 (1980), 210-229 ¢ Ambix (The Journal for the Soci-
ety for the History of Alchemy and Chemistry), pub-
lished since 1937 ¢ W.B. Ashworth, “Natural history
and the emblematic world view”, in: D.C. Lindberg
and R.S. Westman (eds.), Reappraisals of the Scientific
Revolution, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1990, 303-332 ¢ E. Benz, The Mystical Sources of
German Romantic Philosophy, Allison Park: Pickwick

ALCHEMY IV: TI6TH-18TH CENTURY

Publications, 1983 [1968] ¢ F. Bonardel, Philosophie
de P'Alchimie: Grand Oeuvre et modernité, Paris:
Presses Universitaires de France, 1993 ¢ J.L. Brooke,
The Refiner’s Fire: The Making of Mormon Cosmol-
0gY, 1644-1844, Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1994 ¢ Cauda Pavonis (The Hermetic Text
Society Newsletter), published from 1982 to 2002 ¢
H. Butterfield, The Origins of Modern Science, 1300-
1800, London: Bell, 1949 ¢ A. Clericuzio, “From van
Helmont to Boyle: A Study of the Transmission of Hel-
montian Chemical and Medical Theories in Seven-
teenth-Century England”, British Journal of the
History of Science 26 (1993), 303-334 ¢ idem, “A
Redefinition of Boyle’s Chemistry and Corpuscular
Philosophy”, Annals of Science 47 (1990), 561-89 ¢
idem, “Robert Boyle and the English Helmontians”,
in: Z.R.W.M. von Martels (ed.), Alchemy Revisited,
Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1990, 192-199 ¢ A. Clericuzio &
P. Rattansi (eds.), Alchemy and Chemistry in the 16th
and 17th Centuries, Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1994 ¢ N.H.
Clulee, John Dee’s Natural Philosophy: Between Sci-
ence and Religion, London: Routledge & Kegan Paul,
1988 & A.P. Coudert, Alchemy: The Philosopher’s
Stone, London: Wildwood House, 1980 ¢ Chryso-
poeia (Journal de la Société d’Etude de I’Histoire de
I’Alchimie), published since 1987 ¢ M. Crosland, “The
Chemical Revolution of the 18th Century and the
Eclipse of Alchemy in the Age of Enlightenment”, in:
von Martels, Alchemy Revisited, Leiden: Brill, 1990,
67-77 ¢ A.G. Debus, The English Paracelsians, Lon-
don: Oldbourne Press, 1965 ¢ idem, The Chemical
Philosophy: Paracelsian Science and Medicine in the
Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries, New York: Sci-
ence History Publications, 1977 ¢ idem, Chemistry,
Alchemy and the New Philosophy, 1550-1700: Studies
in the History of Science and Medicine, London: Vari-
orum Reprints, 1987 ¢ idem, The French Paracelsians,
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991 ¢ B.J.T.
Dobbs, The Foundations of Newton’s Alchemy: or,
“The Hunting of the Green Lyon”, Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1975 ¢ idem, The Janus Face
of Genius: The Role of Alchemy in Newton’s Thought,
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991 ¢ A.
Donovan, “The Chemical Revolution: Essays in Rein-
terpretation”, Osiris 4 (1988) ¢ R. Edighoffer, Rose-
Croix et société idéale selon Johann Valentin Andreae,
I-II, Neully-sur-Seine: Arma Artis, 1982-1987 ¢ A.
Faivre, Mystiques, theosophes et illuminés au siecle des
Lumieres, Hildesheim: G. Olms, 1976 ¢ idem, Toison
d’or et alchimie, Milan: Arche, 1990 ¢ idem, Theoso-
phy, Imagination, Tradition: Studies in Western Eso-
tericism, New York: SUNY Press, 2000 ¢ K. Figala,
“Newton as Alchemist”, History of Science 15 (1977),
102-37 ¢ eadem, “Die exakte Alchemie von Isaac
Newton: Seine ‘gesetzmassige’ Interpretation der Alche-
mie, dargestellt am Beispiel einiger ihn beeinflussender
Autoren”, Verhandlungen der naturforschenden Gesell-
schaft in Basel 94 (1984), 157-228 ¢ H. Gebelein,
Alchemie, Miinchen: Eugen Diederichs Verlag, 1991 ¢
J. Godwin, The Theosophical Enlightenment (SUNY
series in Western esoteric traditions), Albany: SUNY
Press, 1994 ¢ J.V. Golinski, “Chemistry in the Scientific
Revolution: Problems of Language and Communication”,



ALCHEMY IV: T6TH-T8TH CENTURY

in: Lindberg & Westman, Reappraisals of the Scientific
Revolution, 367-396 ¢ D. Goltz, “Alchemie und Auf-
klarung”, Medizin-historisches Journal 7 (1972), 31-
48 ¢ F. Grenier (ed.), Aspects de la tradition alchimique
au XVII¢ siecle, Paris: SEHA-Arche, 1998 ¢ O. Han-
naway, The Chemists and the Word: The Didactic Ori-
gin of Chemistry, Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1975 ¢ Rudolf Hirsh, “The Invention
of Printing and the Diffusion of Alchemical and Chem-
ical Knowledge”, Chymia 3 (1950), 115-41 ¢ E.J.
Holmyard, Alchemy, London: Penguin, 1968 ¢ C.H.
Josten, Elias Ashmole (1617-1692), Oxford: Claren-
don Press, 1966 ¢ idem, “A Translation of John Dee’s
Monas Hieroglyphica (Antwerp, 1654) with an intro-
duction and annotations”, Ambix 12 (1964), 84-221 ¢
D. Kahn & S. Matton (eds.), Alchimie: Art, histoire et
mythes. Actes du 1er colloque international de la
Société d’Etude de I'Histoire de I’Alchimie, Paris:
Société d’Etude de I'Histoire de I’Alchimie, 1995 #
D. Kahn, Hermes Trismégiste: La Table d’Emeraude et
sa tradition alchimique, Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1994
¢ E.F. Keller, Reflections on Gender and Science, New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1985 ¢ S.T. Linden,
“Alchemy and Eschatology in Seventeenth-Century
Poetry”, Ambix 31 (1984), 102-124 ¢ C. Liithy, J.E.
Murdoch, W.R. Newman (eds.), Late Medieval and
Early Modern Corpuscular Matter Theories, Leiden:
E.J. Brill, 2001 ¢ C. McIntosh, The Rose Cross and the
Age of Reason: Eighteenth-Century Rosicrucianism in
Central Europe and its Relationship to the Enlighten-
ment, Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1992 ¢ G.A. Magee, Hegel and
the Hermetic Tradition, Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 2001 ¢ S. Matton, “Alchimie et stoicisme: a pro-
pos de récentes recherches”, Chrysopoeia 5 (1992-
1995), 5-144 ¢ Z.R.W.M. von Martels (ed.), Alchemy
Revisited, Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1990 ¢ C. Meinel (ed.),
Die Alchemie in der europaischen Kultur- und Wis-
senschaftsgeschichte, Wiesbaden: Kom-mission bei O.
Harrassowitz, 1986 ¢ C. Merchant, The Death of
Nature: Women, Ecology, and the Scientific Revolu-
tion, San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1979 ¢ B. Moran,
The Alchemical World of the German Court: Occult
Philosophy and Chemical Medi-cine in the Circle of
Moritz of Hessen (1572-1632), Stuttgart: Franz Steiner
Verlag, 1991 ¢ A. Mothu, “Une théosophie matérialiste
clandestine au siécle des Lumiéres: les Essais de
quelques idées sur Dieu”, Chrysopoeia 5 (1992-1995),
751-798 ¢ W.R. Newman, “The Alchemical Sources of
Robert Boyle’s Corpuscular Philosophy”, Annals of
Science 53 (1996), 567-85 ¢ idem, “Alchemy, Domi-
nation, and Gender”, in: Noretta Koertge (ed.), A
House Built on Sand: Exposing Postmodernist Myths
About Science, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998,
216-226 ¢ idem, Gehennical Fire: The Lives of George
Starkey, an American Alchemist in the Scientific Revo-
lution, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1994 ¢ W.R. Newman and L.M. Principe, “Alchemy
vs. Chemistry: The Etymological Origins of a Histori-
ographic Mistake”, Early Science and Medicine 3
(1998), 32-65 & W. Pagel, Paracelsus: An Introduction
to Philosophical Medicine in the Era of the Renais-
sance, Basel: Karger, 1983 ¢ idem, Joan Baptista Van
Helmont: Reformer of Science and Medicine, Cam-

50

bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982 ¢ R. Patai,
The Jewish Alchemists, Princeton: Princeton Univer-
sity Press, 1994 ¢ C.E. Perrin, “The Chemical Revolu-
tion”, in: R.C. Olbyt, G.N. Cantor, J.R.R. Christie and
M.]J.S. Hodge (eds.), Companion to the History of
Modern Science, London: Routledge, 1990, 264-277 ¢
L.M. Principe, The Aspiring Adept: Robert Boyle and
his Alchemical Quest, Princeton, NJ: Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 1998 ¢ idem, “Diversity in Alchemy: The
Case of Gaston ‘Claveus’ DuClo, a Scholastic Mercuri-
alist Chrysopoeian”, in: A.G. Debus and M. T. Walton
(eds.), Reading the Book of Nature: The Other Side of
the Scientific Revolution, Sixteenth Century Essays &
Studies, vol. 41, Kirksville: Thomas Jefferson Univer-
sity Press, 1998 ¢ L.M. Principe and W.R. Newman,
“Some Problems with the Historiography of Alchemy”,
in: William R. Newman and Anthony Grafton (eds.),
Secrets of Nature: Astrology and Alchemy in Early
Modern Europe, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2001,
385-434 ¢ J. Read, Prelude to Chemistry, Cambridge,
MA: MIT Press, 1966 (1st ed., 1936) ¢ J. Ruska, Tab-
ula smaragdina: Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte der her-
metischen Literature, Heidelberg: Carl Winter, 1926 ¢
P.H. Smith, The Business of Alchemy: Science and Cul-
ture in the Holy Roman Empire, Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1994 ¢ J. Telle, Rosarium Philoso-
phorum: Ein alchemisches Florilegium des Spdtmitte-
lalters, Weinheim: VCH Verlag, 1992 ¢ J. Van Lennep,
Alchimie: Contribution a I’histoire de I'art alchimique,
Bruxelles: Crédit Commercial de Belgique, 1985 ¢
A. Versluis, “Alchemy and Christian Theosophic Liter-
ature”, in: A. Faivre and W.J. Hanegraaff (eds.), West-
ern Esotericism and the Science of Religion (Gnostica
2), Leuven: Peeters, 1998, 131-144 ¢ Klaus Vondung,
“Millenarianism, Hermeticism, and the Search for a
Universal Science”, in: S.A. McKnight (ed.), Science,
Pseudo-Science, and Utopianism in Early Modern
Thought, Columbia: University of Missouri Press,
1992, 118-140 ¢ R.S. Westfall, “Newton and
Alchemy™, in: B. Vickers (ed.), Occult and Scientific
Mentalities in the Renaissance, Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1984, 315-3375.

ALLISON P. COUDERT

Alchemy V: 19th-20th Century

1. SURVIVALS INTO THE 19TH CENTURY

2. EMERGENCE OF THE CONCEPT OF
“SPIRITUAL ALCHEMY” 3. THE LATE-19TH
CENTURY REVIVAL 4. THE 20TH CENTURY

1. SURVIVALS INTO THE T9TH

CENTURY

The decline of alchemy, already underway in the
18th century, reached its low point in the 19th, as
testified by the miniscule number of treatises pub-
lished throughout the latter period. Several factors
explain this. The scientific revolution of the end of
the 18th century had definitively separated chem-
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istry from alchemy, to which it denied any scientific
validity. Alchemical treatises were consequently
given no serious consideration. Secondly, the end
of the 18th century saw the death of several fig-
ures prominent in alchemy: Touzay-Duchanteau
(T 1788), — Etteilla (=Jean-Baptiste Alliette, 173 8-
1791), — Cagliostro (Giuseppe Balsamo, 1743-
1795), Johann Daniel Miiller (ps. Elias Artista,
1716-after 1786), > Dom A.-]. Pernety (1716-
1796), J.-L. Salverte de Toux (1 1797), Ebenezer
Sibly (1751-1799), etc. General Charles Rainsford
(T 1809), Marie-Daniel Bourrée de Corberon
(1748-1810), and — Francis Barrett (1 ca. 1810/
15?) did not survive much longer. Typically, after a
leader dies, the members of his group lose their
enthusiasm for their object of study — in this case,
practical alchemy. The dispersion of the members
of the — Illuminés d’Avignon after the death of Per-
nety is a perfect example.

With the exception of a few isolated “adepts”,
most of whom published nothing in their lifetime,
alchemy’s survival at least up to the 1890s
depended on its integration within larger bodies of
doctrine. Around 1760, ~ Freemasonry had incor-
porated alchemical symbols and teachings into
some of its high degrees. Rosicrucian currents [~
Rosicrucianism]| (in the broad sense), from —
Michael Maier to the Gold- und Rosenkreuz, had
always been closely related to alchemy. The theo-
sophic current that started with - Jacob Boehme
contained the seeds of a “spiritual” alchemy that
was destined to play a major role in Western eso-
teric traditions; but with such diversity of concep-
tions that one should speak rather of “spiritual
alchemies”. Lastly, the current of = Naturphiloso-
phie, limited to Germany, included elements and
reflections of an alchemical nature.

During the transitional period (from the 19th to
the 20th century), one short item among the events
recorded in the press raised quite a stir. It was the
announcement, in 1796, in the journal Reichs-
anzeiger (published in Gotha), of a secret society
(the “Hermetische Gesellschaft” [~ Hermeticism
and Hermetic Societies]) entirely devoted to the
study of alchemical practice. The Hermetische
Gesellschaft encouraged the readers to communi-
cate with it, and among themselves, about the
results of their alchemical experiments. The jour-
nal received many responses, so much so, that in
1799 both founders of the Hermetische Gesell-
schaft (Karl Arnold Kortum [1745-1824] and
Friedrich Bihrens [1765-1831]) withdrew from the
Reichsanzeiger and created their own periodical,
the Hermetisches Journal. Apparently, only two issues
were published, in 1799 and 1802 respectively.
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Notwithstanding, Kortum et Bdhrens remained
very active, keeping up a lengthy correspondence
with many people. They even granted diplomas,
one of them to the theosopher and alchemist —
Karl Von Eckartshausen, who had approached the
Hermetische Gesellschaft in 1799. Kortum left the
Society and was replaced in 1805 by a certain
L.E von Sternhayn, about whom little is known.
Henceforth, the activities of the Hermetische
Gesellschaft took on a more discreet character, but
they seem to have continued up to 1810.

Apart from very general treatments such as —
Barrett’s The Magus (1801), the 19th century
opened with Louis Gassot’s publication in 1803 of
La Philosophie Céleste (Bordeaux, An XI). He
writes there of Unity, God, analogy, and alchemy in
practical terms, also calling it “natural Philoso-
phy”, resulting in an interesting and original summa
marked by borrowings from theosophy [~ Christ-
ian theosophy]. In England, The Lives of the Alchy-
mistical Philosophers appeared anonymously in
1818. It is generally attributed to Barrett, though
according to Francis King, John P. Kellerman
(1779-18?) was probably the author.

A French alchemist, Cyliani, published Hermeés
dévoilé in 1832: a very short text written in roman-
tic style. The anonymous author presents himself
as an operative alchemist who attained the Great
Work in 1831 ‘after spending 37 years at it’, and
states definitively ‘that there are two ways, the dry
way and the wet way’ (see below, a propos Ful-
canelli). If he himself followed the wet way, it was
‘by preference’ and ‘by duty’, although he was
familiar with the dry way. In the 1960s, Bernard
Husson revealed an unpublished manuscript
(Récréations hermétiques, written after 1815) pre-
served in the Chevreul Collection (Paris, Musée
d’Histoire Naturelle), which was ‘very likely the
most important source of Hermes dévoilé’.

In general, those who worked at alchemy and
wrote about it were reluctant to offer the fruits of
their labor for publication, with the result that sev-
eral treatises of this period are known only in man-
uscript form (no census of them exists). One such is
L’alchymie du Macon (The mason’s alchemy) by
Francois-Nicolas Noél (1761-18?), dated 1813, of
which Jean-Pierre Laurant writes that it is the work
‘of an entire life of reflection, or the contribution of
a group under the single name of Noél’. Other rea-
sons, however, may have caused it to remain
unpublished, along with the rest of Noél’s work
which includes the manuscripts Géométrie du
Magcon (The mason’s [plane] geometry), Physique
du Magon (The mason’s physics), and Stéréométrie
du Magon (The mason’s solid geometry).
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The same case obtains with the Compendium
Hermeticum (Hermetic compendium) by the theo-
sopher Friedrich Herbort (1764-1833), who signs it
with his initiatic name Theodore a Silva. This
remained in manuscript until 1988. It belongs at the
junction of several influences: theosophy (— Saint-
Martin was an important discovery in Herbort’s
life), Rosicrucianism (the society that Herbort
founded in 1812, Les Pélerins de Salem [The pil-
grims of Salem], had both masonic and Rosicrucian
roots), Christian kabbalah [~ Jewish Influences III]
and — mysticism (as a good theosopher, Herbort
regarded the Bible as the authoritative Book). Her-
bort was a disciple of — Eckartshausen — himself the
author of an alchemical treatise, Chimische Ver-
suche (Regensburg 1801), and of a Katechismus
der Hoheren Chemie, published posthumously in
1819 — and very close to — Johann Friedrich von
Meyer (1772-1849), with whom he corresponded
for many years. Von Meyer himself left a small
alchemical manuscript dated 18071, discovered and
published by Jacques Fabry in 1988, which is in fact
an exposition of the doctrine of his own master,
Louis Schmid - of whom nothing further is known.

Another manuscript, dated Amiens, 1832 and
now in the Biblioteca dei Lincei, Rome, is Les
arcanes ou secrets de la philosophie hermétique
dévoilé . . . revu et corrigé par Lenain (The arcana,
or secrets of the Hermetic philosophy unveiled . . .
revised and corrected by Lenain). Lazare Républi-
cain Lenain (1793-ca. 1874) was also the author of
La Science Cabalistique (Amiens 1823) and of a
Hommage a la Vierge Marie (Homage to the Virgin
Mary, Amiens, 1874).

The last important treatise of practical alchemy
from the earlier 19th century was the work of
Louis-Paul-Frangois Cambriel (1764—ca. 1850),
published in 1843 in the form of a Cours de philo-
sophie hermétique ou d’alchimie en dix-neuf lecons
(Course of Hermetic or alchemical philosophy in
19 lessons). Cambriel examines the sculptures and
bas-reliefs of Notre-Dame Cathedral in Paris,
which he says represent ‘as clearly as possible all
the work and the whole product or result of the
Philosopher’s stone’. In this, he was the successor
of the alchemist Esprit Gobineau de Montluisant,
the 17th century author of Explications tres
curieuses des énigmes de Notre-Dame de Paris
(Very interesting explanations of the enigmas of
Notre Dame of Paris).

2. EMERGENCE OF THE CONCEPT OF

“SPIRITUAL ALCHEMY”

At mid-century, two works appeared almost
simultaneously which would strongly influence the
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whole Western esoteric current. The first was A
Suggestive Inquiry into the Hermetic Mystery
(1850) by Mary Ann Atwood née South (1817-
1910), daughter of Thomas South (ca. 1785-ca.
1855). Father and daughter, as joint authors, recall
the main traits of alchemical history and develop
their own vision, which is purely spiritual and
greatly influenced by Boehme. They state that ‘the
Hermetic Philosophy is a process of experimenta-
tion into the Universal Spirit through man’. The
method of experimentation, discreetly hinted at in
Atwood’s book and confirmed from other sources,
was in fact the Mesmeric trance [~ Animal Mag-
netism]. Some additional documents, preserved by
Atwood’s friend Isabelle de Steiger (1836-1927),
were incorporated into the second edition (1918),
edited by Walter Leslie Wilmshurst (1867-1939).

The second seminal work was Remarks upon
Alchemy and the Alchemists . .. (1857) by Ethan
Allen Hitchcock (1798-1870). General Hitchcock
was a graduate of West Point and a professional
army officer until 1855, when he retired to devote
himself to writing (though he returned to service
for the Civil War and became President Lincoln’s
military advisor). He wrote that the previous year
he had come across an old alchemical volume in a
New York bookshop. It was a revelation to him: he
continued to collect alchemical books and manu-
scripts, ancient and modern, often ordering them
from London. He quickly became aware of mod-
ern European works, citing Hermann Kopp’s Ge-
schichte der Chemie (History of chemistry, 4 vols.,
Braunschweig 1843-1847), Louis Figuier’s I’Alchi-
mie et les alchimistes (Alchemy and the alchemists,
Paris 1854), and the 2nd edition of Grove’s Corre-
lation of Physical Forces (London 1855). Hitch-
cock stated his theory briefly thus: ‘My proposition
is, that the subject of Alchemy was Man; while the
object was the perfection of Man’.

The path opened by Atwood and Hitchcock had
a powerful impact on the esotericism of the end of
the 19th and beginning of the 20th century. The
key to alchemy that they offered accorded with the
Theosophical and Spiritualist [> Spiritualism] doc-
trines so popular at this time. - A.E. Waite dis-
cussed it, cautiously at first, then in 1926 declared
that the hypothesis was invalid. It entered the
milieu of the = Theosophical Society through Dr.
Alexander Wilder (1823-1908), who early on dis-
covered Hitchcock’s works on alchemy and — Swe-
denborg. Wilder was mostly responsible for
writing the preface ‘Beyond the Veil” for — H.P.
Blavatsky’s Isis Unveiled (1877), which mentions
the alchemists. The theory also influenced the Vien-
nese psychiatrist Herbert Silberer (1882-1922).
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3. THE LATE 19TH-CENTURY

REvIVAL

Alchemy revived at the end of the 19th century,
most of all in France. Theoretical or spiritual
alchemy played an important part in the groups
founded by — Papus (Gérard Encausse, 1865-
1916), but among his associates only — Stanislas de
Guaita seems to have practiced it. In the fin-de-
siecle period, the man who most answered to the
traditional image of the alchemist was Albert Pois-
son (1865?-1894). He abandoned his medical stud-
ies at quite a late stage in order to pursue
alchemical research, and worked in the laborato-
ries of the Faculty of Medicine in Paris. He devoted
his leisure to seeking out alchemical books and
manuscripts (of which some reappeared years later
in the collection of Lionel Hauser), experimenta-
tion, writing, and editing ancient texts (—~ Ramon
Llull, > Albertus Magnus, > Roger Bacon, —
Arnau de Vilanova, and — Nicolas Flamel, whose
legend Poisson faithfully believed). By the end of
his short life, Poisson had laid the foundation for a
vast encyclopedia of alchemy, divided into several
volumes of which four appeared. Beside Cing
traités d’alchimie (Five treatises on alchemy, 1893)
and Histoire de Palchimie au X1V si¢cle (His-
tory of alchemy in the 14th century, 1893), his con-
ceptions were most clearly explained in Théories et
symboles des alchimistes (Theories and symbols of
the alchemists, 1891). He writes: “The matter of the
Great Work was Gold and Silver, united to Mer-
cury and prepared in a special fashion’. These
materials, being respectively a Sulfur, a Mercury,
and a Salt, prepared ‘according to certain proce-
dures’, were placed in a glass vessel or Athanor.
Then, Poisson explains, the cooking could begin;
the matter’s color changed in conformity with the
length of cooking, and the appearance of red indi-
cated the end of the experiment. One had then to
‘communicate’ to the matter thus obtained a
greater ‘power of transmutation’, through an oper-
ation called ‘fermentation’. The result, in theory,
was the Philosopher’s Stone.

This idea that gold and silver must form the
prime matter, or components of it, was taken over
by Poisson’s successor and in a way his disciple,
Francois Jollivet-Castelot (1874-1937) in his first
major work, Comment on devient alchimiste (How
to become an alchemist, 1897). This book, strongly
influenced by contemporary occultism [~ occult /
occultism], defended some fantastic theses, e.g.
that alchemy ‘came from the Temples of Chal-
daean-Egyptian antiquity, and before that from the
initiatic Colleges of Atlantis, of Lemuria, and of the
Aryans (which takes us more than 40.000 years
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into the past!)’. Jollivet-Castelot’s exposition essen-
tially followed Poisson’s work, but included ideas
from Tiffereau and did not disdain the scientific (or
pseudo-scientific) discoveries of its time. Jollivet-
Castelot worked tirelessly from the end of the r9th
century until the 1930s, and edited several journals
originating from a ‘Société alchimique Frangaise’
(SAF) which he founded on Poisson’s principles.

In Venice, Eduardo Frosine founded a “Societa
Alchemica Italiana” in 1909 on the model of the
SAFE. In London, the Alchemical Society was
founded in 1912 ‘for the Study of the Works and
theories of the Alchemists in all their aspects, philo-
sophical, historical and scientific, and of all matters
relating thereto’. Its presidents were John Ferguson
and Herbert Stanley Redgrove (1887-1943).
A.E.Wiaite, Isabel de Steiger, and J.B. Craven were
among the vice-presidents, and published several
articles in its Journal of the Alchemical Society; but
both journal and society ceased all activity after
two years, in 1914.

Some of the members of the > Hermetic Order
of the Golden Dawn showed a genuine interest in
alchemy. The Reverend William Alexander Ayton
(1816-1908) joined the Order together with his
wife in 1888; he was also a Freemason (1866) and
a member of the » Hermetic Brotherhood of
Luxor. A passionate devotee of alchemy, which
he had practiced since about the 1850s, he was
continually pursuing alchemical books and manu-
scripts, some of which he translated. Ayton corre-
sponded with Frederick Leigh Gardner (1857-ca.
1930), author of a Catalogue raisonné of Rosicru-
cian Books (1903), and with Julius Kohn (ca.
1850-?), an Austrian émigré with whom Ayton
exchanged or lent manuscripts, both for his per-
sonal use and for including elements in the Golden
Dawn rituals.

Apart from W.A. Ayton, > A.E. Waite stands out
as the other major representative of the Golden
Dawn who took an interest in alchemy. He made
many translations and editions of ancient texts (—
B. Valentine, —> Paracelsus, E. Kelley, etc.), the pub-
lication of which was paid for by another devotee
of alchemy, Lord Stafford. Waite’s The Secret Tra-
dition in Alchemy (1926) is still in print. An inter-
est in alchemy is also evident in the works of the
poet ~> William B. Yeats, likewise a member of the
Golden Dawn (see e.g. Rosa alchemica, 1897).

In the 1920s, another Golden Dawn member,
E.J. Langford Garstin (ca. 1893-1955), developed
the principles of a spiritual alchemy in two books,
Theurgy (1930) and The Secret Fire (1932), while
in Italy — Julius Evola also expounded an exclu-
sively spiritual conception of alchemy in his La
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Tradizione Ermetica (1931), under the dual influ-
ence of = Arturo Reghini (1878-1946) and —> René
Guénon.

4. THE 20TH CENTURY

After World War I, alchemy experienced a re-
surgence, especially in the practical field, first in
Europe then in the United States. An idiosyncratic
English laboratory alchemist was Archibald Cock-
ren (ca. 1880?-after 1960), a medical practitioner
and author of Alchemy Rediscovered and Restored
(1940). In this work he describes his alchemical
procedures, including the making of ‘philosophic
gold’, in semi-scientific terms, but without dis-
closing vital details such as the nature of the prime
matter.

In France, the publication in 1926 of Le Mystére
des cathédrales (The mystery of the cathedrals) first
made known the name of — Fulcanelli, though to a
fairly small public, since the book appeared in only
300 copies. The title announces the main theme:
that the Gothic cathedrals of the Middle Ages were
the vehicles for a Hermetic or overtly alchemical
message, carved in stone by anonymous artisans.
Fulcanelli treats the cathedrals of Paris and
Amiens, and also two buildings in Bourges: the
Palais Jacques-Coeur and the Hotel Lallemand.
Following Cyliani, he describes the two ways lead-
ing to the Great Work: one wet, also called ‘long’,
which uses the ‘vase of the art’, requires ‘uninter-
rupted work for 12 to 18 months’, and starts from
‘prepared natural gold, dissolved in philosophic
mercury, which is then cooked in the glass vessel’.
Fulcanelli writes that this is the way most often
described in the treatises, and the most noble
because of the rich materials it employs. The
second way, called ‘dry’, is reduced to ‘a single mat-
ter, a single vessel, a single furnace’, in which one
uses a crucible. It is considerably shorter, lasting
one week, according to Basil Valentine, Salomon
Trismosin, Philalethes, and Cyliani, among others.

Fulcanelli’s disciple, > Eugéne Canseliet (1899-
1982), discovered alchemy in his adolescence
through Cyliani’s treatise. He supposedly met Ful-
canelli in Marseille in 1915, and between 1921 and
1928 rewrote the texts given him for publication by
Fulcanelli - or, as is widely believed, by the al-
chemist and artist Jean Julien Champagne (1877-
1932). After the latter’s death, Canseliet began to
write independently, first in the form of articles for
journals (1934 onwards), then his first book, Deux
logis alchimiques (1945), which he began around
193 5. For him, the alchemist responds to a divine
call or ‘vocation’. The Philosopher’s Stone, crown
of the alchemist’s labors, is itself a ‘gift of God’
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(probably a reminiscence of the 15th century trea-
tise Donum Dei attributed to George Aurach). Till
the end of his life, Canseliet considered it his mis-
sion to maintain the tradition of practical alchemy.
This he did with conviction, giving many inter-
views and devoting much time to answering innu-
merable enquiries, to the detriment of his own
work and alchemical advancement.

Canseliet was friends with other alchemists, in-
cluding André Savoret (1898-1977), author of an
attempt to define alchemy (Qu’est-ce que I'alchi-
mie? [What is alchemy?] Paris 1948) which is re-
garded today as the most concise introduction; José
Gifreda, known as ‘Magus Gifreda’, doctor and
engineer, who died in his native Barcelona in 1980,
leaving a superb library; and, around 1948/1950,
René Alleau and Bernard Husson (1 1997).

In Germany, the writer, poet, and translator
Baron Alexander von Bernus (1880-1965) discov-
ered alchemy at the beginning of the 1910s. In
1912 he met > Rudolf Steiner. During World War
I, through — Gustav Meyrink’s agency, Bernus
came into possession of a chest of alchemical texts
including Christian August Becker’s Der Geheime
Weingeist der Adepten (Spiritus Vini Lulliani s.
Philosopbici) und seine Medizinische Amwendung
fiir Arzte und Chemiker (The secret wine-spirit of
the adepts . . . and its medicinal usage for doctors
and chemists, Mithlhausen 1865). Already a rare
book when Bernus discovered it, this guided him to
an understanding of the mystery of Salt. In 1921,
after several years of studying ancient treatises, he
founded the Soluna laboratories and gradually
developed about 30 tinctures. In 1936 he published
the first edition of Alchymie und Heilkunst (Al-
chemy and the healing art), dedicated to the medi-
cinal applications of alchemy. Other alchemists
visited Bernus at Donaumiinster, including Henri
Hunwald (1908-1961) and René Alleau. The French
writer Michel Butor, in Portrait de Iartiste en jeune
singe (Portrait of the artist as a young monkey,
Paris 1967), has written of his travels in Germany
on the eve of World War II, and of his visit to
Bernus, to whom he gave several books including
those of Fulcanelli.

Following Canseliet, René Alleau (b. 1917) pro-
moted alchemy within the Surrealist movement, to
which he remained attached from 1946 to the pres-
ent. In 1952 he gave lectures on alchemy and
alchemical texts at the Geographical Society in
Paris, attended first by André Breton (1896-1966)
alone, then by many of the surrealists, brought
there by Breton, who became his most assiduous
auditors. In 1953 Alleau published an inspired
work in the Fulcanellian tradition: Aspects de
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Palchimie traditionnelle (Aspects of traditional
alchemy). There he defended the idea of an al-
chemical theory that has remained essentially the
same from antiquity to the present. The techniques
of encoding and, in general, all the procedures
of phonetic kabbalah, were intended to be incom-
prehensible except to those alchemists who pos-
sessed the keys. For Alleau, ‘it is beyond doubt that
the alchemical manipulations used material sup-
ports for an inner ascesis’. And he adds that ‘the
“mystico-moral” interpretations familiar from
authors such as — Eliphas Lévi, » Péladan, —
Guaita, and Oswald Wirth® make no sense, be-
cause ‘if one wants to reconstitute the mental
chessboard of alchemical thought, one must
admit . . . that this thought corresponds to an
autonomous discipline, and that outside its frame-
work no interpretation of its symbols can have any
coherent sense’.

A very different path was followed by Armand
Barbault (b. 1906), brother of the astrologer André
Barbault and himself an astrologer as well. He was
attracted as early as 1948 to plant alchemy — the
elixir of life drawn from plants — although he was
familiar with the principles of a more traditional
alchemy that used only minerals and metals.
Twenty years later he published the result of his
experiments in L'or du millieme matin (The gold
of the thousandth morning, 1969). Barbault’s plant
elixir has been used successfully in the treatment
of various illnesses and infections.

In the United States, especially from the 1940s
onwards, Orval Graves (1 1996), a member and
librarian of the AMORC [Ancient and Mystical
Order of the Rose Cross] and the Rose+Cross
University, directed experiments for small-scale
seminars, and published articles on alchemy and
transmutation in The Rosicrucian Digest. One of
the students at these seminars, Albert Richard
Riedel (1911-1984), went on to play a prominent
role in promoting alchemy in the USA under the
pseudonym of ‘Frater Albertus’. Born in Dresden,
Riedel emigrated to the USA shortly after publish-
ing Drei Novellen (Three short stories, 1932), and
followed Graves’s courses before developing his
personal vision. In 1960 he published The Alchem-
ist’s Handbook, and simultaneously founded the
Paracelsus Research Society. The activities of this
group from 1960 to 1984 were enormous: the
training of hundreds of pupils, most of whom
were members of the AMORC or the Golden
Dawn; the preparation of tinctures, publishing of
numerous bulletins reserved for members (Alchem-
ical Bulletin Codex 1960-1972; Parachemy 1973-
1979; Essentia 1980-1984); and the publication by

ALCHEMY V: I9TH-20TH CENTURY

Albertus of several ancient and modern texts, in-
cluding The Hermetic Art: The Teaching concern-
ing Atomic Transmutation (c. 1948), which was
given to Albertus during a seminar in Austria in
1971. This very short treatise was by V.L. Volpierre
(alias Nikolaus Burtschell, 1892-1952), an al-
chemist who had been in contact with Surya (alias
Demeter Georgiewitz-Weitzer, 1873-1949) and
who apparently published nothing else during
his lifetime. The authorities to which Albertus
largely refers are Basil Valentine (especially Tri-
umph Wagen Antimonii, Leipzig 1604), Cockren’s
Alchemy Rediscovered, and Richard Ingalese (1863-
ca. 1934).

Albertus had a surprising influence on Israel
Regardie (1907-1985), who in The Philosopher’s
Stone (1938), under the influence of - C.G. Jung,
had attributed a purely spiritual value to alchemy.
His view of alchemy changed during the 1970s,
when he frequented Albertus and other alchemists
of the Paracelsus Research Society. The same years
saw the emergence of the Scotsman Adam McLean
(b. 1948), whose activities explicitly included the
three realms of spiritual, soul, and physical
alchemy. McLean’s Hermetic Journal (1978-1992)
and series of texts ‘Magnum Opus Hermetic
Sourceworks’ (23 vols.) gathered contributions
from former Golden Dawn members and from
younger scholars and practitioners throughout the
English-speaking world.

The FAR+C (Fréres Ainés de la Rose Croix), led
by Roger Caro (1911-1992) offered an “initiatic”
teaching from the end of the 1960s through the
next decade. Here Rosicrucianism and alchemy
were closely associated with theology, notably in
Kamala-Jnana’s works: Dictionnaire de philosophie
alchimique (Dictionary of alchemical philosophy,
1961), Pléiade alchimique (Alchemical Pleiad,
1967), and Tout le Grand Oeuvre photographié
(The whole Great Work photographed, 1968).

Among Canseliet’s many readers, after 1970 sev-
eral took the plunge into practical alchemy com-
bined with writing: Michel Binda (La Vierge
alchimique de Reims [The alchemical Virgin of
Reims], 1996), Jean Laplace (T 1997), Séverin Bat-
froi (b. 1946, Alchimie et révélation chrétienne
[Alchemy and Christian revelation], Paris 1976;
Alchimiques métamorphoses du mercure universel
[Alchemical metamorphoses of the universal mer-
cury], 1977); Guy Béatrice (Sainte Anne d’alchimie
[Saint Anne of alchemy], 1978; Des mages alchi-
mistes a Nostradamus [From the alchemical magi
to Nostradamus], 1982), Bernard Biebel, and
Patrick Riviere (Alchimie et spagyrie [Alchemy and
spagyrics], 1988).
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Shortly after Canseliet’s death in 1982, some
works appeared under the name “Solazareff” (see
Bibl.), advocating a practical alchemy following
the ‘dry way’ of Fulcanelli and Canseliet, and devo-
tion to the Virgin Mary. In the mid-1980s the
Solazareff movement counted as many as 500
members or sympathizers, but no publication
seems to have appeared since the mid-199os. While
the Fulcanelli-Canseliet school has been dominant
in France and especially visible through publica-
tions, other schools exist, though in a more
confidential fashion. This is the case with the
“Philosophes de la Nature” (Philosophers of
Nature), founded by Jean Dubuis in 1979, which
also defends practical alchemy with a strong con-
tribution from kabbalah. An American branch was
founded, independent of the French one, which has
ceased its activity in 1995.
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RICHARD CARON

Al-Kindi, Abu Yusuf Ya‘qub ibn Ishaq,
* 800? Kufa or Basra, T 866

Al-Kindi is considered the first Arabian philoso-
pher. We know little about his life. He was born
maybe at Kufa, maybe at Basra; in any case, it was
in Basra that he studied languages and theology
before moving to Baghdad, where he took active
part in the rich cultural life of the city, under the
protection of the ‘Abbdsid caliph al-Ma’man (813-
833) and his successor, al-Mu‘tasim (833-842). The
‘Abbasid dynasty encouraged interest in the arts,
science and philosophy, and the caliph al-Ma’mun
had founded the bayt al-hikma (“house of knowl-
edge”) in Baghdad in 830 A.D., where the first
translations from the Greek were accomplished. It
was in this centre that al-Kindi played an important
role as chief translator of Greek philosophical
works into Arabic and as an author of original
philosophical works.

Greek writings provide one of the richest sources
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of al-Kindi’s own work. Aristotle’s Metaphysics, in
Arabic translation, was to become one of the major
influences on his thinking. Al-Kindi himself worked
on the translation of the Theology attributed to
Aristotle but actually a summary of the Enneads
IV-VI by Plotinus. Some of Proclus’ works, amongst
which the Elements of Theology, were translated
into Arabic in al-Kind7’s circle; and furthermore the
writings of Hippocrates, Galen and above all Pto-
lemy are among the sources of al-Kindi’s thought.
In addition to Greek philosophy, the philosopher
appears to have been influenced by that of India
and Persia as well. Moreover the hermetic sect of
the Sabaeans of Harran appears also to have had an
impact on our philosopher, who sought to integrate
astrolatrical and ceremonial elements of harranian
origin within a scientific vision of reality.

Al-Kindi lived in an age of conflicting ideas in the
Muslim world: the Ash‘arite school of thought rep-
resented orthodox Sunnite Islam in opposition to
the Mu‘tazilite, and the Kalam, theological science,
was stimulated by the newly-available Greek phi-
losophy. Al-Kindi accepted the fundamental ele-
ments of Muslim religion such as divine unity,
prophetic wisdom, the creation of the world, and
the oneness of God. Elements of Mu‘tazilite doc-
trine are found in some aspects of al-Kindi’s
thought, for example concerning the relationship
between philosophical truth and truth revealed by
prophetic wisdom. Although al-Kindi underlined
the importance of pure reason in knowledge of the
“unique truth”, he never gave priority to reason
over revelation. Rather, he showed that the differ-
ent methods by means of which one could reach
philosophical truth require painstaking research,
whereas revealed truth comes as a divine gift that
requires neither effort nor time and is a quality
peculiar to the prophets. That al-Kindi tended to-
wards the Mu‘tazilite doctrine is shown by his friend-
ship with the caliphs al-Ma’mun and al-Mu‘tasim
and likewise by his conflict with al-Mutawakkil
(847-861), an opponent of the Mu‘tazilites. This
conflict caused al-Kindi to end up in a situation of
political isolation, which would last until the end of
his life.

Al-KindT’s interests were wide-ranging and var-
ied: from natural to metaphysical philosophy, from
medicine to — astrology and astronomy, from —
music to > alchemy, from precious stones to mete-
orology. More than 260 works are attributed to al-
Kindi in the Fibrist, the basic catalogue of Arabic
works (written in the 1oth century). Of these only
a small part are still extant; for example the Book
on the first philosophy, the Epistle on the intellect,
the Epistle on the substance of sleep and dream, the
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Discourse on the soul, the Epistle on the reason
why the ancients correlated the five geometric
shapes to the element, the essay On the cause of the
azure colour that is seen in the air towards the sky
and is thought to be the colour of the sky, the essay
on The true, first, perfect agent and the imperfect
agent that is metaphorically so, the essay On
definitions and descriptions of things, the Epistle
on the difference of perspectives, the Epistle on the
rays, the Book on the introduction to the science of
the stars, the Epistle on knowledge of the strengths
of compound medicaments, and the Book on the
chemistry of perfume and distillation.

The sheer quantity of al-Kindr’s writings, the
multiplicity of their sources, and his attempts to
reconcile them with the dictates of the Islamic faith
certainly do not make it easy to follow the devel-
opment of his personal opinions. However, in his
doctrine of rays, known in Latin Medieval culture
by his treatise De radiis, the originality of al-
Kind’s thought fully emerges. According to this
theory, the four elements together with composite
bodies and the planets make up a unified reality, in
which all parts seem to be constituted by the very
act of their continuous relationship: every object
projects its own nature outwards, by means of
“rays” which transmit that nature to other objects.
According to al-Kindi, absolutely everything (ele-
ments, bodies, objects, planets, images, words,
musical notes, souls, etc.) transmits rays. Thus the
relationships between the stars, the elements and
the composite bodies derive from and express the
causal interactions which exist between the various
levels of being; such relationships are made possi-
ble by the continuous radial flux which passes
between them, for it is only by means of this flux
that stars, elements and bodies can mutually con-
nect. While accepting some aspects of Aristotelian
cosmology, al-Kindi thus integrates them within a
generalized context based upon the radical inter-
connectedness of all parts of the universe. Thus ele-
ments of — magic derived from the hermetic
tradition (talismans, invocations and magical for-
mulae, emblems and magical characters, animal
sacrifices) are placed in a philosophical context
based upon the concept of universal cosmic rays:
the magician can use his knowledge of their rela-
tionships in order to attain a specific purpose.

Al-Kindi is also considered to have been the first
to develop a doctrine of the “acquisition of the
intellect”, which was to have an enormous impact
on the Islamic world and heavily influenced the
philosophers al-Farabi and — Avicenna. Al-Kindi
believed that perfect knowledge occurred at the
moment when the human faculty of reason joined
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the active intellect that originates from God: a
theme which has continued to preoccupy Arab
philosophers up to Averroes. Important works of
al-Kindi were translated into Latin during the r2th
century by Gerardo of Cremona, John of Seville,
Robert of Ketton and Hugo of Santalla. In the
Renaissance, al-Kindi was well known as a mathe-
matician and physician. The De Radiis influenced
the cosmologies of — Marsilio Ficino and — Gio-
vanni Pico della Mirandola; and Gerolamo Car-
dano listed al-Kindi among the twelve greatest
spirits. In Medieval and Renaissance culture, the
doctrine of rays was interpreted as a rationale for
magic.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Amulets (Lat. amuletum; Gk. phylaktérion) are
small devices usually worn on or attached to the
body for protection and a variety of other pur-
poses. In the ancient Mediterranean world, partic-
ularly during the later Roman Empire (ca. 2nd-sth
cent. C.E.), a widespread industry of amulets pro-
liferated. Amulets were comprised largely of in-
scribed texts written on a number of more or less
permanent media (papyrus, metal strips, semi-
precious gemstones, and occasionally organic
materials). They display a great diversity as to type
and manufacture, although a considerable stylistic
uniformity in the industry is evident. Our major
source for the use of amulets comes from the pre-
served collections of the Greek Magical Papyri,
principally the longer formularies, or manuals, that
give specific instructions for performing various
magical rituals (Papyri Graecae Magicae* = PGM,
with supplements in Supplementum Magicum =
SM). Ancient Christian magical texts, mostly in
Coptic (Meyer-Smith 1994), represent a natural
development out of the older pagan traditions.
Actual finds of amulets on papyrus, metal phylac-
teries (lamellae), gemstones, and other materials
provide a resourceful supplement to our under-
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standing of the interrelationship between the “the-
oretical” formulas of the handbooks and the
“applied” magic itself (cf. “Applied Magic”: SM I,
nos. 1-51; SM Il nos. 52-66; “Formularies”: SM II,
nos. 70-100).

In addition to inscribed magical amulets (Kotan-
sky 1991[a]), the manuals presuppose an extended
tradition of “unlettered” amulets, organic or min-
eral-based periapts (Gk. periapton, “tied onto; fas-
tened on” [as an amulet]) used for healing and
protection. Based on universal principles of sympa-
thetic and antipathetic magic, these kinds of
amulets have not usually survived, or when they
have, are difficult to identify. Still, the side-by-side
use of “uninscribed” versus “inscribed” amulets
has continued unabated from antiquity down
through the Middle Ages and even into modern
times. Why amulets were required to be made or
written on certain materials is in most cases
unclear, although it is widely recognized that gold
and silver, for example, was reserved for writing
protective phylacteries, whereas lead was used for
curses (gold and silver were popularly believed to
be astral elements related to the sun [Helios] and
moon [Selene], respectively; lead was the metal of
Saturn). Distinctions were also made with certain
gemstone materials. Hematite, for instance, the
sesquioxide ore of iron (Fe 2 03), was commonly
used for uterine amulets (Hanson 1995:290). Un-
derstandably, some cross-overs exist in ambigu-
ously defined arenas of magic (e.g., with victory
spells where subjection of one’s enemies is con-
cerned [Kotansky 1991 (b)]). Numerous written
rituals, too, are described in the magical papyri that
do not involve the making of amulets, per se (writ-
ten curses, divinatory spells, invocations, and so
on). Here, the definition of what an amulet is can
become blurred. Conversely, spoken charms to
heal, and so on, are also commonly mentioned in
the papyri without any specific mention of the
ritual act of engraving a text (cf. PGM LXXIX,
LXXX, LXXXI, for example; see further, below).

Important precursors to the written or “lettered”
type of amulet in the magical papyri can be iden-
tified in extant ancient Egyptian and Near Eastern
sources. The texts of the papyri, although combin-
ing elements from Egyptian, Babylonian (Persian),
Greek, Jewish, and Roman beliefs, remain largely
sui generis. Although any taxonomy is wrought
with difficulties, extant magical texts, with few
exceptions, can be readily identified as belonging to
that class of text commonly referred to as “Graeco-
Egyptian”.

The primary function of amulets is both thera-
peutic (healing) and apotropaic (protective). Speci-
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fic problems addressed may include the healing and
curing of named diseases and medical complaints,
as well as the warding off of danger and the general
prophylaxis against harm. Ancillary roles of amu-
lets may be subsumed under a number of acquisi-
tional, or “talismanic” functions: the procurement
of love, popularity, and favor (in virtually all areas
of life); the winning of victory in legal and agonis-
tic contests; and the requisition of all-around good
luck. Sometimes within the papyrus record it is
difficult to identify a written prescription as being
“amuletic” in function. Spells for use in divination,
incubation, and memory, for instance, would aim
to acquire a kind of supernatural relationship (cha-
ris) with a numinous power, or god, rather than
serve to protect the body. Related to this are
amulets prescribed for a number of more esoteric
rituals, including special meetings with one’s per-
sonal daimén, or “spirit-guide”, to adopt the apro-
pos > New Age terminology. Here the amulets
procure the god’s presence or otherwise protect the
practitioner from any untoward presence of power.
How all these “higher”-type rituals relate to the use
of = magic in the late antique traditions of > Neo-
platonism, theurgy, and — Gnosticism remains a
desideratum. Little of this more “theurgic” use of
amulets is detectable in the preserved amulets.

In the following survey, we shall examine each
major categories of amuletic material — papyrus,
metal phylacteries, and gemstones — and see first
what the magic handbooks have to say about their
use. Next we give an overview of the actual objects
as the archaeological record has preserved them. A
supplementary category of the organic amulets is
also surveyed, including both inscribed and unin-
scribed organic materials. This survey is intended
to be representational and makes no claim at being
comprehensive. The various corpora of magical
texts are continually being expanded, and many
pieces, both published and unpublished, have not
been consulted. Comparatively poorly represented
categories of materials (e.g., parchment, ostraka,
engraved nails, etc.) are also not included and
would require a separate study.

2. PAPYRUS

The ancient Greek magical formularies often
detail the manufacture of actual amulets on papy-
rus and other materials. Before the Daniel-Malto-
mini editions, it was not always distinquished
whether a published papyrus represented an exam-
ple of an actual spell or amulet (“applied magic™)
or was merely a fragment from a handbook (“for-
mularies”). With the larger codices (e.g., PGM 1V,
XII, XII, XXXVI, etc.) this is seldom an issue;
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however, with the smaller preserved fragments, one
must be careful to differentiate between fragments
of a handbook, however small, and actual amulets
worn as personal objects. The telltale signs, of
course, are whether the standard “personalized”
formulas have been filled in or not (e.g. “so-and-so
[NN] whom so-and-so bore” versus “Sophia whom
Calpurnia bore”). Sometimes such distinctions were
not carried out in actual practice. Many “applied”
texts preserve fragments from formulary instruc-
tions, as if erroneously copied from their models by
their scribes, a fact that proves that formularies
were indeed used.

2. A. INSTRUCTIONS FROM FORMULARIES

The following spells specify a text to be written
on a piece of “hieratic” or “new” papyrus, or the
like. The formularies themselves often carry incip-
its or rubrics that name the medical complaint; oth-
erwise, the nature of the written spell identifies the
disease, using any variety of standard formulas. In
some cases, a set of incantatory verses is recorded,
but no mention of the actual writing of an amulet
is specified. Here, it is entirely possibly that the
incantation is merely spoken, although the purpose
still remains “amuletic”. In the PGM citations
below, the context of the entire spell is given, not
the precise reference to the amulet itself.

a. Medical complaints: discharge from the eyes
(PGM VIL. 197-98: magic word); breasts and
uterus pain (PGM XXIlla. 9-10: Homer verse); a
contraceptive (PGM XXIla. 11-14: Homer verse,
tied with hairs of mule); easy child birth (SM I1. 94;
written formula, on papyrus?); elephantiasis (PGM
XXIla. 15-17: Homer verse); fever (PGM VII. 218-
21: magic names in “wing-formation”; SM 1L
94: written formula, on papyrus?; SM II. 96: a
magic formula for shivering); flux of blood (PGM
XXIla. 2-9: Homer verse); headache (PGM XX. 1-
4; 13-19: Greek metrical verses; PGM LXV. 4-7
[migraine]: symbols; Suppl.Mag. 1I. 72: verses
[written?]; cf. Suppl.Mag. 1I. 94); inflammation
(PGM XX. 4-12: verses [written?]); scorpion sting
(PGM VII. 193-96: inscribed “characters”; PGM
XXVIlla-c: set of three invocations; from a formu-
lary? Cf. SM 1I. 89, but with no actual written
amulet); uncertain (SM II. 8o: formula to be worn
around the neck: ‘Protect so-and-so ... [frag.];
SM 1I. 84: fragmentary formulary for making
amulets for various diseases [demons, epilepsy,
prolapse of the uterus?], with no mention of writ-
ing). Similarly, SM 1I. 88 (against erysipelas and
various skin eruptions) seems to preserve only spo-
ken, not written, formulas.

b. Favor and victory charms: An invocation to
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Helios (no instructions for writing) preserves a
standard formula for favor (PGM XXIIa. 18-27).
Similarly, a magic name with a prayer for protec-
tion is called a ‘Favor charm, a charm to dissolve a
spell, a phylactery, and a victory charm’ (PGM
LXX. 1-4). This spell serves as an incipit for
another, the ‘Charm of Hekate Ereschigal against
fear of punishment’ (see Betz, 1980). Oddly, a
“Charm to restrain anger and Charm for Success”
mentions inscribing a papyrus ‘to augment the
words’, but in fact invokes certain angels and
magic names ‘to protect me from every bad situa-
tion that comes upon me’ (PGM XXXVLI. 161-77).
For a similar blurring of distinctions, another
“phylactery”, apparently to be written on papyrus
but with no specifics, asks that ‘favor’ be granted
from Ablanathanalba, but requests only protection
from ‘every evil thing’ (PGM LXXI. 1-8).

c. Other, Miscellaneous, and Uncertain Rituals:
The 1oo-lettered name of Typhon, inscribed for use
in the powerful “Bear Charm”, accomplishes any
matter; it is used along with a phylactery of the
plaited hairs from a bear (see below) (PGM IV.
1331-89); an inscribed papyrus strip is also used in
alove divination (PGM IV. 1872-1927); the hide of
an ass, a leaf of flax, along with an inscribed
papyrus strip, are used in “Pity’s Spell of Attrac-
tion” — in truth, a form of skull cup enquiry (PGM
IV. 2006-2125); a hieratic papyrus, inscribed with
a spell for protection against every evil demon(!), is
used in a dream revelation as part of a larger spell
of attraction (PGM 1IV. 2441-2621); the blood
from the foot or hand of a pregnant woman is used
to inscribe magic names on clean papyrus and tied
to the left arm with linen as a phylactery in a rite to
summon a god (PGM IV. 52-85); a papyrus strip
engraved with magic names is washed off in water
from seven springs and drunk in a memory spell
(PGM 1. 232-247); further, in a form of dream div-
ination, requiring memory, a strip of papyrus
inscribed with the Headless God is placed beside
the head, with engraved laurel leaves (PGM 11. 1-
64); a phylactery against demons is presumably to
be written on papyrus (PGM IV. 86-87); a new
sheet of papyrus inscribed with a spell that subju-
gates demons, enchantments, and ‘scourge which is
from God’ is used in the so-called “Stele of Jeu”,
apparently a type of ritual against demonic forces,
perhaps those afflicting the Ascent of the Soul
(PGM V. 96-172); an inscribed piece of lead (the
usual material for defixios and other binding spells)
is used to break a spell (PGM XXXVI. 178-87).
Similarly, a triangular sherd found at the fork of a
road is to be engraved to ‘dissolve every enchant-
ment’ (PGM XXXVI. 256-64); a figure drawn
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on papyrus serves an uncertain purpose (PGM
XXXVL. 264-74); a piece of papyrus with which a
spotted lizard (?) has been picked up is engraved
with five magic characters and placed under a
table, for an unstated purpose (PGM LXIII. 21-
24). Additional phylacteries, for which no writing
material is mentioned, include a spell against night-
mares and air-demons (PGM VIL. 311-16), with an
apparent variant (PGM VII. 317-18). Similarly,
seven magical characters are used (written?) for
protection in a “dismissal” formula in a revelation
invoking Light; the bearer is to be ‘healthy, free
from terror and free from demonic attacks’ (PGM
LXII. 24-46). Noteworthy is the fact that a number
of the preserved formulas above, although written
against demons, appear in contexts other than
healing or exorcisms. A recently published formu-
lary, P. Oxy. LXV. 4468 (late 1st century C.E.) con-
tains rites for a phylactery ‘probably intended to
protect from bad encounters (men or evil spirits?)’
(Maltomini 1998:121). For rites combining papy-
rus and other materials, see, further, section 5.

2. B. ACTUAL PAPYRUS AMULETS

a. Medical complaints: discharge (SM 1. 26, 32);
exorcism (SM 1.24); discharge from the eyes (SM 1.
26); fever (and shivering) of various kinds (PGM
XVIv. 1-7; PGM XXXIII. 1-25; SM L. 2, 3, 4, 9,
10, I1, 12,13, I4, 18,19, 21, 22, 23, 25, 28§, 29,
31, 34, 35); fever and headache (SM 1. 14, 22; II.
92 [formulary?]); headache (migraine) (PGM XVI-
Ia. 1-4; SM 1. 32 [with discharge]); scorpion sting
(SM 1. 16); inflammation of the uvula (SM L. 1);
healing (general) (SM 1. 20, 30, 33, 36 [?]). It is
clear from the actual papyrus amulets that fever-
amulets predominate.

b. Favor and victory charms, etc.: a long Jewish
invocation of six heavens, etc. for favor, influence,
victory, and strength is an actual amuletic text in
that it preserves the name of its bearer, Paulus
Julianus (PGM XXXV. 1-42). Another favor
charm (charitésion) invokes a number of desirable
attributes associated with Jewish (Solomon, etc.)
and mythic Greek figures (Adonis, Kypris); it seeks
favor, success, repute, beauty, love, charm, for the
bearer (SMII. 63). Although it is non-personalized,
its format suggests an “applied” amulet.

c. Other, miscellaneous, and uncertain rituals:
An amulet with magic names and the formula
‘protect the bearer’ obstensibly serves for general
protection (SM 1. 15; general deliverance for
Artemidora is also requested in an amulet naming
Lord Serapis as “victor”, SM L. 7); salvation is
addressed in a non-specific formula (SM 1. 27);
another asks protection of a grave and mummified
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body belonging to Phtheious alias Saioneis (PGM
LIX: no writing mentioned [the text is fragmen-
tary]). An image of Kronos, obtained from a vision
of a star, is used for protection in a rite involving
Isis/Providence (PGM LVII: to be copied on
papyrus?). Finally, some papyrus slips are inscribed
with magic names and/or symbols only (cf. PGM
XVIlc. 1-14; PGM XXV. a-d; PGM LX).

3. PHYLACTERIES (METAL AMULETS,

LAMELLAE)

Gold (Au), silver (Ag), tin (Sn), copper (Cu), iron
(Fe), and lead (Pb) are all media described in the
magical papyri for engraving amulets. Lead, and
sometimes tin, are often used for a variety of non-
protective rituals. These include defixios (curses),
spells to arrest anger, restraining spells, and certain
aggressive love-charms (cf. PGM VIL 411-16). Tin
is also used in aggressive magic (cf. PGM VILI. 459-
61; 462-66). Although no actual amulets of tin
have been recorded, it is important to recognize that
many metals remain unanalyzed. Furthermore, most
cases of leaden phylacteries turn out to be silver
that has tarnished black. Similarly, copper is almost
always mistaken for bronze (cf. GMAT. 32) because
it oxidizes to a greenish patina. Generally speaking
bronze, being an alloy of tin, copper, and other
metals, is unsuitable for amulets, which require the
use of only the “pure” metals and papyrus.

3. A. INSTRUCTIONS FROM FORMULARIES

a. Medical complaints: an inscribed tin lamella
is used ‘For Ascent of the Uterus’ (PGM VII. 260-
71: to be ‘clothed in 7 colors’); a #in tablet is also
used for sciatica (SM II. 74: engraved with laed-
formula and prayer for deliverance from pain in
tendons, sinews, and bones); another is used for
strangury (SM II. 94: magic name?), and possibly a
second, as well (SM IL. 96).

b. Favor and victory charms: A gold or silver
lamella is engraved with a design of magic names
and symbols for use in a charm to restrain anger; it
works against ‘enemies, accusers, brigands, pho-
bias, and nightmares’ (PGM X. 24-35: diagram of
symbols and names); a gold leaf is inscribed with
angel-names for good luck in part of the ritual
called the “Sword of Dardanos”, in truth a spell to
attract the soul of another (PGM IV. 1716-1870);
a gold lamella is also required for popularity and
love (PGM 1V. 2145-2240); and a “solar” (gold)
amulet is inscribed with symbols and prayer in
“Hermes’ Wondrous Victory Charm” (PGM VII.
919-24). A silver leaf is required for favor and
crowds and works for demons (PGM XXXVI. 275-
83: names and symbols, used with frankincense); a
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strip of tin, inscribed in “Stele of Aphrodite” is to
be used for friendship, favor, success, and friends
(PGM VIL. 215-18).

c. Demon possession and the Evil Eye: A gold,
silver, tin, or piece of hieratic papyrus is needed for
a phylactery against demons, phantasms, sickness,
and suffering (PGM VILI. 579-90: a “protective” for-
mula). A tin tablet, inscribed with magic names and
a spell of protection, is to be worn on a demoniac,
following the exorcism (PGM IV. 1227-1264); a
phylactery of tin, inscribed with magic names, is
also used in the “Tested Charm of Pibechis for those
possessed by demons” (PGM IV. 3007-86); and
fragmentary rituals on a formulary against demoni-
acs includes the possible writing of a Solomonic for-
mula, but no actual writing material is preserved
(SM 1. 94 [frag.]). A tin lamella is also inscribed for
wrecking chariots (PGM 1IV. 2145-2240), but this
genre belongs to the arena of aggressive magic.

d. Other, miscellaneous, and uncertain rituals:
For divination, an inscribed gold, silver or tin leaf
is needed in a foreknowledge spell (PGM III. 282-
409: magic symbols only); an inscribed strip of #in-
foil, crowned with myrtle, fumigated, and placed
under the pillow secures a dream oracle (PGM VIL.
740-55: magic names); both a gold and silver
lamella, inscribed with vowels, are used in an initi-
ation performed to the sun, in the “Book of Moses”
(PGM XIII, see below); a strip of tin inscribed with
a protective spell anticipates the visitation of a per-
sonal angelic being (PGM VII. 478-90); and a gold
tablet, written as a “stele”, delivers from death
(PGM 1IV. 1167-1226). For general protection, a
silver leaf is required (PGM III. 410-423: for mem-
ory); another silver one is used against a divine
encounter (PGM IV. 154-285: inscribed with oo
letters with bronze stylus and strung with thong
from ass-hide); again, a silver leaf in the “Slander
Spell to Selene” gains protection against the deity
(PGM IV. 2622-2707: magic characters). For vic-
tory (in courts, etc.) and for use in various favor
and victory contexts a silver lamella is to be worn
in one’s garments (PGM XXXVL. 35-68). A “leaf”
tied with linen and enclosed in a capsule with
some substance of a black wolf is also mentioned in
a fragmentary papyrus formulary (SM II. 81).
Finally, an iron lamella is inscribed with Homeric
verses for a variety of purposes (for runaways, as a
counter-charm, in court, for favor, and various pro-
tective measures) (PGM IV. 2145-2240).

3. B. ACTUAL METAL PHYLACTERIES

(LAMELLAE)

a. Medical complaints. The following examples
represent what kinds of medical complaints and
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issues are addressed on the actual inscribed amulets
of gold, silver, and copper (Kotansky 1994 = GMA
I; et al.). Their texts preserve a host of different
prayers and formulas (see Kotansky: 1991a): 1)
Medical Complaints: “elephantiasis” (GMA 1. 18:
silver. Graeco-Latin); eye complaints (GMA 1. 31:
gold, Latin; GMA 1. 53: gold, for ophthalmia);
epilepsy (with headache: GMA 1. 57: gold, from
Syria, 4th-5th cent. C.E.; Kotansky 1980; cf.
Bevilacqua 1999: 18-27: silver); feet complaints
(Jordan-Kotansky 1997: no. 339: silver); fever,
using various types of formulas (GMA L. 56: cop-
per, Hebrew-Greek. From near Kibbutz ‘Evron,
Israel; GMA L. 59: silver, from Oxyrhynchus, 3rd
cent. C.E.) (see also the “Phylactery of Moses”,
below); headache (migraine) (GMA L 13: silver,
“Antaura” historiola); “wandering” of the uterus
Beirut (GMA 1. 51: gold, adjuration/exorcism for-
mula), for which a rare Latin parallel on a lead
sheet comes from Roman Britain (Tomlin 1997; see
Aubert 1989; Hanson 1995; Betz 1998 for general
studies). For health, see the gold plaque under
“Favor and Victory Charms”, and for sickness
related to demons, see the section “Demonic Pos-
session and the Evil Eye”.

Multiple complaints: The so-called “Phylactery
of Moses” (GMA L. 32: copper?), with its new frag-
ment of Aquila (Deut. 32: 1-3), is a remarkable,
albeit fragmentary, text that seems to preserve an
initiatory rite for protection against all kinds of
sorcery, binding-spells, evil spirits, as well as fever,
the evil eye, and any apparition (phantasia). Simi-
larly, a remarkably long Greek invocation of
angelic spheres and realms (GMA 1. 52: silver,
Beirut), seems to be liturgical in nature. It seeks
protection for Alexandra whom Zoe bore, from
demons, compulsion of demons, sorcery, binding-
spells, and various forms of love-magic. A kindred
example seeks to protect the body, soul, and limb
of Thomas, whom Maxima bore from all witch-
craft (goéteia), sorcery (pharmakeia), curses, those
who have died untimely and violently, and from
every evil matter (Heintz 1996: silver). The so-
called “Basilidian” lamella describes deliverance
from ‘the spirit of fever, all epilepsy, all hydropho-
bia, every evil eye, every violent sending of spirits,
all poisoning” (Bonner 1950:100; €t al.). A silver
Greek-Aramaic bilingual text from Egypt preserves
a lengthy incantation against a variety of demonic
afflictions plaguing John, son of Benenata. The text
preserves angelic invocations, fragments of various
Biblical stories (historiolae) and citations to rid the
bearer of every evil spirit, demon, dead person, and
evil sorcery, along with quotidian fever and hectic
fever (Kotansky-Naveh-Shaked 1992).
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b. Favor and victory charms: A gold lamella
from Thessalonika (2nd cent. C.E.) invokes
“Aphrodite’s Name” for favor and success (GMA
I. 40); an Oxyrhynchus silver amulet requests
“favor, friendship, success, loveliness to him who
bears the amulet’ (GMA 1. 60; 2nd-3rd cent. C.E.).
Another, a long spell invoking a host of angel-
names on a kind of house-amulet (from Phthiotis in
Thessaly, 4th-sth cent. C.E.) requests victory and
grace (charis); however, the context also mentions
driving out demons, protecting ‘the house and
souls of John and Georgia’, and ‘turning away all
harm from this house’ (GMA 1. 41: gold); an early
gold amulet from Rome (ca. 1st cent C.E.), found
near the tomb of the Scipios, carries the formula
‘give a victory over the names written below’
(GMA 1. 28); a Christian gold plaque from Syria
(5th-6th cent C.E.) is written for ‘health and favor’
(GMA 1. 45); finally, a long spell on a gold leaf
seeks protection for Proclus in a lawsuit before
Diogenianus, the dux of Bostra in Arabia, and
before Pelagius, the assessor (GMA 1. 58; Kotansky
1991: 41-60); furthermore, an unedited phylactery
in the former Amati collection appears to be a favor
and victory charm (Bevilacqua 1989).

A relatively early silver lamella from Emesa,
Syria (possibly, 1st cent. B.C.E.), cites a list of
names related to that found in I Enoch, “Book of
the Watchers”. The spell requests that the divine
names be “propitious” to the wearer (whether
male or female) (GMA 1. 48). Related to favor-
magic is a gold spell from Nubia containing an
invocation of Isis, Queen of Denderah, for fertility
and conception (GMA 1. 61). Similarly, a gold leaf
from Zian (Tunisia, 2nd-3rd cent. C.E.) depicts a
sword surrounded by magic names; it appears to
invoke a kind of angel of “sexual frenzy” to drive a
woman mad with love (GMA 1. 62).

c. Demon Possession and the Evil Eye: A litur-
gical exorcism against the spirit named Phoath-
phro is preserved on a silver piece from Antioch in
Pisidia (GMA L. 35); a gold amulet from Amphipo-
lis in Thrace includes magic formulas for protec-
tion against “every male and female demon”
(GMA 1. 38); the “Phylactery of Moses,” men-
tioned above, protects against an evil spirit
(pneuma poneéron), among other things a bronze
(copper?) phylactery from Sicily (GMA 1. 33), with
its angelology, seems to also protect from an evil
demon; a demon sent to ‘menace’ a named victim
occurs on an unusual gold amulet from Rumania
(GMA 1. 24, Latin); a spell ‘to drive away
(apelaunein) every harmful and destructive spirit’
occurs on a now lost gold amulet from Rome
(GMA L. 25; cf. Bevilacqua 1991: 37f.). The same
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verb is found on a silver phylactery from Xanthos,
using the formula, ‘drive away every wicked
demon, occurrence, happening, encounter, or evil
eye, drive and chase them away’ (Jordan-Kotansky
1996: addressed to the ‘Holy Elements; Holy
Characters’); a second, Christian, adjuration of
Solomon and angels found at Xanthos (Jordan-
Kotansky 1996) is probably copper, not bronze,
and is contemporary with the piece mentioned
above, despite the printed dates (III-IV? / TV-VI?
Both are probably 4th cent. C.E.). A very difficult,
fragmentary reading on a gold leaf found at
Epiphania in Syria (4th-5th cent. C.E.), seems to
preserve an adjuration of Pantokrator (GMA 1.
47); a pair of phylacteries, one called a “Phylactery
of the Living God” (gold), and the other “A Phy-
lactery for every disease and sicknesses” (silver)
were found together in the tomb of Abbagaza in
Theodosia in the Crimea (GMA 1. 65-66; 2nd-3rd
cent. C.E.); similarly, from the Sea of Azov region
of the Crimean Peninsula comes a silver “exor-
cism” of ‘every spirit, phantasma (apparition), and
every beast from the soul of this woman’ (GMA 1.
67); finally, a fragmentary silver leaf from Cyprus
(4th cent. C.E.) invokes Jesus the Nazorean, his
angels, and holy apostles in an apparent exorcism.
In the later magic of the Byzantine period, lead
seems to have become the standard material on
which Christian exorcisms were copied (Manga-
naro 1994; cf. GMA, p. xvi).

d. Other, miscellaneous, and uncertain rituals:
A list of magic names and “sovereign angels” are
invoked to ‘Save the one whom Atalante bore,
Euphiletos’ (GMA 1. 39). This could be an amulet
for protection in the afterlife (see below). General
protection, too, is suggested by various formulas
found on a number of phylacteries: ‘Protect me,
Alphianus’ (GMA 1. 2: gold, Segontium, Wales,
1st-2nd C.E.); a silver leaf from Badenweiler with
mention of protection from “all danger” (ommni
periculo), perhaps written for a group (of litigants?
GMAL. 7); a Greco-Latin silver charm for ‘strength
and life’ writes to ‘protect Justina whom Sarra
bore’ from unstated problems (GMA 1. 8; near
Poitiers, 4th cent. C.E.). A silver lamella from Ami-
sos in Pontus may have been written for a lawsuit
or unstated “matter” (hypothesis); it also guards
against poison or witchraft (pharmakon, GMA
I. 36). A pair of bronze hailstorm amulets (GMA
L. 11) represent types of amulets that were not worn
on the body but set up in fields.

A large percentage of the published magical la-
mellae preserve enigmatic texts with no indication
of their specific purpose. These, for the most part
carry nothing other than magical “charactéres”,
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vowels, and/or divine-names and angels: GMAL 1;
3545 5565 95 105 125 145 155165 17; 195 205 215225
235 265 295 305 345 375 425 435 445 495 555 635 64;
cf. Parca 1997; Phillips 1997, etc. (GMA 1. 54
seems to preserve some sort of unidentifiable astro-
magical fragment). Some of these more puzzling
texts with magic names or symbols may have been
written specifically for protection in the afterlife,
much like the spells of the Egyptian Book of the
Dead, Coffin Texts, and Pyramid Texts which
helped the deceased Pharaoh navigate specific per-
ils in the next world. Oblique references to Egypt-
ian deities like Osiris Khentamenthes (in GMA 1.
30), for example, may force us to rethink the thana-
tological context of many of these amulets. The
epithet of Osiris as Khentamenthes points to his
rulership of the “Western Half”, the Realm of the
Dead in the Egyptian afterlife. In this respect, the
phylacteries may be continuing the tradition of the
“Orphic” gold leaves, texts deposited in late Clas-
sical-Hellenistic graves to assist the departed soul
in the next world. Among the corpus of phylacter-
ies, there comes from Rome a late example of an
Orphic leaf used specifically as an “afterlife” talis-
man (GMA L. 27).

4. ENGRAVED GEMSTONES

Magical gems of semi-precious material (quart-
zes, jaspers, chalcedonies, hematites, among many
others) represent a special category of amulets
that owes its flowering to the early centuries of
the Common Era. The literature is quite extensive,
but the principal corpora include Bonner 1950;
Delatte-Derchain 1964; Philipp 1986. By the 2nd
century C.E., the manufacture of magic gemstones
began to increase exponentially. Magical intaglios,
unlike seal-rings, were written orthographically
and not in retrograde; hence, they were usually
worn openly so that their designs and lettering
could be read and interpreted. Although there is
some disparity between what the papyrus instruc-
tions inform us about the gemstone types, the dif-
ference has been overstated (e.g. in Smith 1979). It
is remarkable enough that the papyri describe, in
several instances, actual gemstone types, not that
every type known needs to be recorded in the
extant manuals.

In a number of cases, it appears that texts nor-
mally intended for writing on papyrus have also
been recorded on gemstone surfaces. There are also
longer spells, evidently copied from papyrus for-
mularies, that address magic operations not falling
under the strict category of protective, healing
magic (i.e., they are not amulets). Examples are dis-
cussed in Bonner 1950, chapter VIII, and include

66

Spells to Restrain Wrath (thymokatocha), a Spell to
Cause a Separation (diakopos), Spells to Fetch a
Lover (agogai), and various spells intended to harm.

4. A. INSTRUCTIONS FROM FORMULARIES

The papyrus formularies describe magic gem-
stones in a variety of procedures, mostly ritualistic
rather than therapeutic. A full study is given in
Smith 1979, who suggests there may have existed
separate manuals just for gemstone magic. In PGM
IV. 1596-1715, in particular, the consecration and
empowerment of a phylactery or amulet (of stone
or other material), is described in detail. Other
examples of the use of engraved magic stones
include the following: A pebble numbered 3663
(the isopsephic value of the god Bainch6ooch) is
required in a direct vision spell (PGM IV. 930-
1114); a magnet, cut in form of a heart and
engraved with Hekate and vowels, is used in the
“Slander Spell to Selene” PGM IV. 2622-2707); a
lodestone carved with three-faced Hekate and
properly consecrated with natron, water, and
blood, is used in the “Prayer to Selene” (PGM IV.
2785-2890); a detailed description of how to carve,
consecrate, and use a scarab of ‘costly green stone’
is provided in a rite to empower the practitioner
with powerful divinatory abilities (PGM V. 213-
303); similarly, a jasperlike agate, engraved with
Sarapis is used in some form of dream-divination
(PGM V. 447-58). For the “oblong” stone of
Heliorus, see section 5, below.

4. B. AcTUAL GEMSTONES

The preserved magic gems are characterized by a
rather canonical inventory of widespread designs:
the Anguipede-figure (“snake-legged  cock-
headed” soldier), Chnoubis, Pantheos-deity, Har-
pocrates, Reaper-figure, and so on. Although these
are studied in the standard corpora, more thor-
ough-going treatments are also available (Post
1979: Anguipede). Scores of other minor types and
variations proliferate, as well, so that each stone, in
a sense, is unique. The gems types often carry more
or less standardized “undecipherable” magical
words, names, alphabetic series, using the Greek
alphabet alongside the strange system of magical
charactéres — a traditional magic “hieroglyphic”
system of entirely unknown origin and derivation.

a. Medical complaints: Inscriptions on a variety
of gemstones address the following representative
examples of medical complaints: colic (Bonner
1950: 62f. Delatte-Derchain 1964: 206); digestive
and stomach problems (Delatte-Derchain 1964:
67; 725 149; Bonner 1950: 51-62, with reference to
certain ancient writers on stomach amulets and
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the Chnoubis gems); fever (Bonner 1950: 67-68;
Kotansky 1980); inflammation (Bonner 1950: 68);
eye complaints (Bonner 1950: 69-71); liver-pain
(Bonner 1950: 66; Delatte-Derchain 1964: 317);
gout, or feet-problems (Bonner 1950: 75-76);
hydrophobia (demonic) (Bonner 1950: 78); sciat-
ica (“Reaper”-design gems with ‘for the hips’: Bon-
ner 1950: 71-75; Delatte-Derchain 1964: 196-200:
‘T work but don’t strain’); scorpion sting (Bonner
1950: 77); wasting disease (phthisis: Bonner 1950:
78); uterine and related problems (Bonner 1950:
81-94, 183; Delatte-Derchain 1964: 245-258, of
which the most common is the “Ororiouth”-type);
and even inflammation of the uvula (Daniel-
Maltomini 1989). Some types, of course, such as
the Chnoubis-gems and certain “womb”-gems,
rely more upon the glyptic design for their inter-
pretation, although occasionally inscriptions sup-
port the interpretation. A more complete survey of
all the gemstone literature for additional iatro-
magical inscriptions would make a useful study.

b. Favor and victory charms (including “Good-
luck” charms): Inscribed gems regularly request
charis (“grace”/“favor”) for the bearer, ostensibly
for business, law-court, or other social settings,
often on gems depicting Horus-Harpocrates (Bon-
ner 1950: 48; Delatte-Derchain 1964: 97, 105,
153, with an example of a longer formula: “Give
grace, beauty, victory to Sphyridas whom Thi-
nousiris bore”). Some examples cross over into the
arena of love and sexual magic (Delatte-Derchain
1964: 239, 242), but in all respects apply to social
settings.

Perhaps related, though less social, are general
requests for good luck, fortune, or that the god be
“propitious,” or “merciful,” to the wearer (Neve-
rov 1978: no. 47; Bonner 1950: 46f.; Delatte-
Derchain 1964: 218). It is unclear whether the
divine favor in these instances applies to every-
day life, the afterlife, or both. In this respect, the
widely attested formula ‘protect (me)’, written with
various forms of (dia)phylassé (e.g., Bonner 1950:
45-47), ‘protect me from all harm’ (e.g. Delatte-
Derchain 1964:137), or less often, ‘help me’ (e.g.
Delatte-Derchain 1964: 144, 312), appear on the
surface to be banal “good-luck” charms for day-
to-day life; they may in fact have served, as well,
as post-mortem amulets to be buried with the
deceased.

Gems that carry commonplace religious slogans,
acclamations, and epithets such as ‘One God’,
‘One God Tao’, ‘One god who conquers all,” ‘Isis
conquers’, ‘Serapis conquers all’, ‘Great is the
name of Serapis’, ‘Great is Nemesis’, and so
on (Bonner 1950: 46; 167-85; Delatte-Derchain
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1964: 10T, 160, 162, 287; 266, this last with a
longer, liturgical formula) represent prayer-like
requests for divine favor that may function apart
from social contexts (victory over demons, bad
planetary influences, etc.), or they may serve as
abbreviated victory charms against human adver-
saries. A more careful study of these types would be
useful. Various healing and protective formulas
are also commonly found on Byzantine bronze
pendants that carry similar slogans (Barb 1972).
Included here should be the widespread prolifera-
tion of the “Seal of Solomon”/“Seal of God” types,
depicting a militant figure mounted on horseback
(Spier 1993; Delatte-Derchain 1964: 261-264; etc.).

c. The Evil Eye and demonic possession: Deliv-
erance on gems from Envy (Phthonos or Basko-
syné) and the ‘much-suffering eye’ is common
(Bonner 1950: 96-99). Specific mention of protec-
tion from an evil demon is relatively rare on gems
(cf. Bonner 1950: 95f.; Mastrocinque 1998;
Kotansky 1991; 1995). The text of a long exorcis-
tic formula, liturgical in nature, is preserved on a
carnelian (Delatte-Derchain 1964: 316).

d. Other, miscellaneous, and uncertain rituals:
A divination formula on a basalt tablet with vow-
els and magic names (Mauar-/Mar-permutations)
and the formula ‘reveal to me this very night, with
truthfulness and remembrance’ represents a rare
example of a papyrus-type text written on a gem
material (Tomassetti-Wuensch 1899). The warding
off of drugs/poison, as well as health, headache,
neckpains, and toothache on an agate marble pro-
vides another example of longer, papyrus-text
spells written on stone (Neverov 1978: no. 50,
p. 848). To this one may compare a hematite falcon
amulet inscribed against evil (harm), the wrath of
gods and demons, and sorcerers (SM 1. 6).

Liturgical material from various more literary
contexts, including hymnic or invocational frag-
ments, are also found on gems and require inde-
pendent analysis as a genre (Keil 1940; Bonner
1950: 181-185; Delatte-Derchain 1964: 98, 119,
140, 188, 381; Philipp 1986: 119; Bevilacqua
1991: 32 [for healing?]; Kotansky 199 5; Kotansky-
Spier 1995). Long inscriptions, too, written with
Greek letters but preserving unintelligible sequences
of text may indeed preserve known foreign texts,
liturgical in nature, such as Egyptian or Hebrew.
Some, too, may be corrupted forms of Greek (cf.
Delatte-Derchain 1964: 337-342). The phenome-
non of actual “fragments” of magic formularies
being accidentally copied onto various amulets
requires a systematic study (Blanchet 1934-1937 =
Bonner & Youtie 1953 [1982]; Delatte-Derchain
1964: 98, 317; Philipp 1986: 119).
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5. OTHER INSCRIBED MATERIALS

Here the use of ritual and amulet are sometimes
indistinguishable. Small offerings or rituals involv-
ing organic and amuletic materials may be burned
as protective gestures. In this sense the whole ritual
of sacrifice and offering is prophylactic in nature.

Instructions from Formularies: A circle, on which
one stands, is engraved with magic characters,
while one is crowned with the tail of a cat, in a spell
to acquire the “Shadow of the Sun” (PGM VIL
846-61); eggs, two “male”, inscribed with myrrh
ink, are used in a protective rite in a ‘Meeting with
your own daimon’ (PGM VIL. 505-28; cf. XIL
100); inscribed eggs, one placed in a latrine, the
other buried in a house are also used in a favor
charm (SM 1. 97); a Gothic ring is inscribed with a
formula to cure the eyes (SM IL. 94); a grape-vine
leaf, inscribed, for tumors (?), is boiled, etc. (SM II.
94); the hide of a sheep, one black, one white, one
for the right and one for left arm, respectively, are
each inscribed with magic names and Homeric
verses in myrrhed ink (PGM IV. 475-829: “Mith-
ras Liturgy”). The hide of an ass is also inscribed in
a love-spell of attraction (PGM XXXVI. 361-71),
although this is not an amuletic function, per se; the
hoofs of a horse are inscribed with a spell in a “Vic-
tory charm for the races” (PGM VII. 390-93); the
hide of a hyena is inscribed for coughs (PGM VIL.
203-5; VIL 206-7); a seven-leafed laurel sprig is
engraved with seven characters ‘for deliverance’
(from death?) in an Apollonian invocation (PGM 1.
262-347); leaves of laurel, inscribed and held in
the hand in an invocation serves for divine protec-
tion (PGM 1IL. 1-64); a second garland of laurel,
inscribed with magic names is also used for protec-
tion (ibid.); an alternative procedure (PGM II. 64-
184) requires a twelve-leaf sprig, inscribed, along
with a wool garland; a 12-leaf branch of laurel
crown is inscribed with signs of the zodiac for pro-
tection in a dream divination (PGM VIL. 795-845).
Furthermore, for insomnia a leaf of laurel is in-
scribed with a magic names and placed under a pil-
low or mattress (SM II. 74); another laurel leaf is
inscribed for insomnia (SM. II. 96). The leaf of a
Persea tree, engraved with vowels protects against
the manifestation of a god (PGM IV. 475-829:
“Mithras Liturgy”). An olive leaf, inscribed on
either side with a symbol for the sun and moon,
heals fever (PGM VIL. 213-14); an olive leaf is also
used in a spell for fever with shivering (SM 11. 81).
Linen, the sacred fabric used for mummification,
is required in several recipes instead of papyrus:
In a certain “Charm for a Direct Vision”, a piece
of linen taken from a statue of Harpocrates is
inscribed with a protective prayer, enclosed with an
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“everliving” plant, and entwined with Anubian
thread (PGM IV. 930-1114); a linen rag, inscribed
with characters, is used for hardening of the breasts
(PGM VII. 208-9); a linen cloth is also used in a
“Charm for a Direct Vision” (PGM VIL 335-47)
and in a “Request for a Dream Oracle” (PGM VIL.
359-69); these do not appear to serve amuletic
functions. A linen strip, inscribed, and placed on
the left side of the head while asleep obtains a
Dream Revelation (PGM VIL. 664-85).

Additional engraved materials from the recipes
include the following: mud smeared on doorposts
of a bedchamber, of which the right is then inscribed
with a stylus with magic names and characters, is
used in the form of an Apollonian divination (PGM
I1. 64-183); lime wood — inscribed with ink of ver-
million with magic names and a prayer against aer-
ial demons, angels, phantoms, ghostly visitations,
and enchantments, and then enclosed in a purple
skin and worn around the neck - protects the
wearer against Selene (!) in a “slander spell” (PGM
IV. 2622-2707); oil, invoked, and smeared on the
body, is used for fever (PGM VII. 211-12); an
ostrakon inscribed with a Christian historiola and
placed on the right thigh, eases labor (SM II. 96); a
golden scepter in a metrical “Prayer to Selene” is
mentioned in an historiola of Kronos (PGM IV.
2785-2890: for steadfastness); a scarlet parchment,
inscribed and plastered onto the side of the head,
heals migraine headache (PGM VILI. 201-2); the 7ib
of a young pig, inscribed with a figure of Zeus and
a magic name, is used to protect against a deity in
the “Oracle of Kronos” (PGM IV. 3086-3124); a
seashell is inscribed with a love charm (PGM VIL
300a-310), and another is used in a love-charm “to
induce insomnia” (PGM VIL. 374-76); these, prop-
erly speaking, are not amulets. A previously buried
skull of an ass, inscribed with characters and a
magic name (using the blood of a black dog) is used
along with an ass’s tooth (fastened with silver) and
an old lady’s tooth (fastened with gold) to protect
the practitioner against the power of the goddess
invoked (PGM Xl.a 1-40); a tassel, attached to a
garment, and invoked directly, is used as an amulet
‘Against every wild animal, aquatic creature, and
robbers’ (PGM VII. 370-73); a wick, inscribed and
used in ‘another (Charm to induce insomnia)’
(PGM VIL. 376-84) is non-amuletic.

6. UNINSCRIBED MATERIALS

(ORGANIC AMULETS: PLANTS,

MINERALS, ANIMAL MATERIALS,

ETC.)

The use of root- and other vegetal iatromagical
remedies presumably goes back to prehistoric
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times. The following inventory of organic materi-
als used as amulets stands in the same tradition of
herbal remedies as that found in Theophrastus,
Pliny, Dioscorides, Aelian, Aelius Promotus, Alex-
ander Trallianus, the Cyranides, and many others.

The eye of an ape (or the eye of a corpse died vio-
lently), mixed with peony (Rose) and oil of lily, is
required for an “Invisibility Spell” (PGM 1. 247-
262); a bean, with a small bug in it, can be worn as
a contraceptive (PGM LXIIL. 24-25); another con-
traceptive requires a pierced bean tied with mule
hide (PGM LXIIL. 26-28; cf. also PGM LXV. 1-4);
the hairs of a bear, plaited into a cord and worn as
a diadem, serves as a protective amulet in a “Pow-
erful Spell of the Bear” (PGM IV. 1331-89); a bee-
tle is used as an amulet for illness; (SM II. 78); the
whiskers of a cat are used as a phylactery (!) while
making a curse-spell using inscribed lamellae
(PGM 1II. 1-164); a falcon, drowned in a honey-
milk mixture and wrapped in a cloth along with
ones’s fingernails, hair, and an inscribed papyrus
strip, is formed into a plaster of frankincense and
old wine and then set up in a little juniper wood
shrine in a rite to acquire one’s own spirit-daimon
(PGMT. 1-42);arite involving a falcon’s head, held
in the right hand along with a black Isis band over
the eyes, causes a real falcon to drop an oblong
stone from the sky (PGM 1. 42-195). This, in turn,
is to be engraved as an amulet (with a lion-faced
figure, Heliorus, and magic names) for protection
in the use of another rite to acquire an assistant
“spirit” guide; a gecko is used in a “Favor and Vic-
tory Charm” (PGM VII. 186-90); the eye of a
lizard placed in a goat (?) skin may be used for eye
affliction (SM 1II. 78: fragmentary); the fat of an
owl, or the eye of a nightowl, along with the ball of
a dungbeetle in unripe olive oil, is to be smeared on
the entire body for protection in an “Invisibility
Spell” (PGM 1. 222-23 1); the heart of an owl may
be used for eye affliction (SM II. 78: as above, frag-
mentary); palm, palm fiber, and male date of palm
are used as a protective amulet in the “Charm of
Solomon” (PGM 1V. 850-929); three peonies
wrapped around the left arm are used for general
protection in a lamp spell to attract a woman
(PGM LXII. 1-24); a white rooster, held in the
hand with fwelve pinecones, is used in an Invoca-
tion to the Sun (PGM III. 633-731); a red rag is
possibly used for eye affliction (SM II. 78: as
above); similarly, a tick from a black cow, in goat
(?) skin, is used for eye affliction (SM 1II. 78: frag-
mentary, as above); a garland of wool, with alter-
nating red and white strands is used in an
Apollonian divination rite (PGM II. 64-184: as
above, with mud); the tooth of a hyena is used in a
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victory charm (SM II. 96); wormwood, ground up
with sun opal, a magnet-stone, heart of hoopoe,
and honey, aids memory in a divinatory rite (PGM
II. 1-64); finally, in the rite above, requiring the
white rooster, wormwood is held protectively in
the right hand with a snakeskin held in the left as
one invokes the sun (PGM 1I.633-731).

7. AMULETIC BUNDLES

In addition to these uninscribed, “organic”
amulets, several passages in the papyri describe
more complex amulets that involve a number of
different operations, including the inscribing of
papyrus texts and other objects. These can be
largely described as “amuletic bundles” or “pack-
ets”. For example, for business, a phylactery to be
placed in one’s shop is made up of a three-headed
statuette of Efruscan wax that has been molded
into a sea falcon, baboon and ibis; each of these
figures is given certain divine attributes. This figure
is then wrapped as an Osirian mummy, with a
“heart” of magnetite and an inscribed hieratic
papyrus placed inside. The whole is then set up
onto an iron base, is installed in a miniature temple
of juniper (at moonrise on the third lunar day), is
given sacrifice and libation, is crowned with olive,
and, finally, is invoked with the names written on
the papyrus strip (PGM IV. 3125-71). Similarly, in
PGM VIIL 1-63 a baboon figurine is carved of olive
wood with the attributes of Hermes (= Thoth) and
enclosed with an inscribed papyrus for good busi-
ness and set up in a workshop; another such fetish
is found in SM I1. 97 (cf. further, the skin of a mouse
kept in a workshop, for business, in the fragmen-
tary SM I1. 99). See further, PGM IV. 3172-3208;
PGM V. 370-446. Related is the so-called Eighth
Book of Moses (PGM XIII), a complex set of rites
that obtains from the god a secret name that can be
used in a variety of subsidiary magical rituals of the
standard kind (healing, casting our demons, break-
ing spells, restraining anger, and so on).

8. AMULETS, GNOSTICISM, AND

THEURGY

Although early collectors and savants often
referred to the magic gemstones and lamellae as
“Gnostic”, such a designation has long fallen out
of favor (cf. Bonner 1950: 1f.). No enduring con-
nection between specific Gnostic groups and our
preserved corpora of amulets has been conclusively
established. An exception seem to be the amulets
found among the ruins of the Manichaean houses
at Kellis (Mirecki, et al. 1997), and this may point
to a more widespread practice. Owing to the fact
that many of the deities, angels, vowels, and magical
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charaktéres preserved in Gnostic documents (e.g.,
the Nag Hammadi texts) are the same as those
found in the magical texts, the subject needs to be
revisited (cf. Jackson 1989). Plotinus — disinter-
ested in matters pertaining to theurgy — was one of
those who complained that Gnostics composed
magic incantations, presumably for the elevation
of the soul past menacing demonic forces (Enneads
II, 9, 14). In the Books of Jeu (ed. Schmidt-Mac-
Dermot), adherents seal themselves with magic
“characters” and invoke mystic names while
holding an especially designed numerical pebble
(psephos) for just such protection in the higher
dimensional realms (cf. lamblichus, De myster. II1,
14, 41, on the use of magic charakteres). Further,
among the Nag Hammadi Codices (NHC) there is
persistent evidence of the use of magic names, sym-
bols (charakteéres), angel-names, and vowels in
common with the magical amulets (e.g. Iao,
Sabaoth, Abrasax, Sesengenbarpharangeés, Akram-
machamari, etc.); cf. the Apocryphon of John, esp.
NHC 11, 15, 30-19, 10; Gospel of the Egyptians,
NHCII, 52, 9-26, IV, 64, 2-23; the Hermetic Dis-
course on the Eighth and the Ninth, NHC VI, 56,
17-22 (a “magic” prayer; cf. 61,10-15). Also, the
Pistis Sophia, esp. Book IV, presents the wholesale
use of papyri incantations, presumably borrowed
directly from magical handbooks. All this suggests
that Gnostic groups would have written amulets to
be used along with their magically invoked hymns
(cf. Gospel of the Egyptians NHCIIL, 43, 20-44, 9;
IV, 53, 17-54, 13, for mention of a secret name
written on a tablet). It is also possible that they
used amulets for specific healing rites (cf. the fever-
amulets in P.Kell.G. 85-88).

Conversely, some of our preserved amulets may
actually derive from Gnostic groups. The occur-
rence of some names and ideas peculiar to Gnosti-
cism rather than to magic identifies the talismans
as specifically Gnostic. The Ialdabaoth-gem dis-
cussed by Bonner (1950: 135-138) is certainly a
Gnostic amulet, as he himself admits (see further,
Kotansky-Spier 1995; Kotansky 1980, on Eléleth,
the principal Gnostic ‘Light-Aeon’, on a gold
lamella; cf. Heintz 1996, on the Pisandraptes, etc.
on a silver lamella — a name found elsewhere only
in the Gnostic Apocryphon of Jobhn, NHC II,
17, 16).

The issue of the mystic union (systasis) of the
practitioner with his personal deity involves a kind
of ritual common to both the “higher” forms of
magical operations of the papyri and to specific
theurgic undertakings (Eitrem 1942); however,
what requires further study — contingent, of course,
upon future discoveries in the field — is to what
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extent the amulets used for these rites by either
group would have looked the same. Additional
research, therefore, may yield closer correlations
between practitioners of magic and late antique
philosophical schools, whether they be Gnostic,
Neoplatonic, Hermetic, or Theurgic. Marinus of
Neapolis, the successor of Proclus (1 485), attrib-
utes to him the use of magic operations to control
the weather, including the depositing of amulets
(phylakteria) for earthquakes (Vita Procli, 28;
Eitrem 1942, 73). To what extent this kind of prac-
tice penetrated Neoplatonism is difficult to say,
but it is indicative of the sort of overlap among
competing philosophical systems common in late
antiquity.
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Andreae, Johann Valentin, * 17.8.1586
Herrenberg (Wirttemberg), T 27.6.1654
Stuttgart

Johann Valentin Andreae was the fifth son of a
dean of the Lutheran Church. His grandfather was
Jakob Andreae, Chancellor of the University of
Tubingen and one of the principal authors of the
Formula of Concord, which was to become the
doctrinal basis of Lutheran orthodoxy. After losing
his father at age 15, the young Andreae began a
brilliant career as a student at Tuibingen, became
Magister artium in 1605, and following in his
ancestors’ footsteps, studied theology. During this
time his career as a writer began, with two plays
(Esther and Hyacinth), some writings on politics
and — astrology, and the novel Chymische Hoch-
zeit Christiani Rosenkreutz (The Chemical Wed-
ding of Christian Rosenkreutz; see below) whose
success has lasted to this day.

However, these brilliant beginnings were dark-
ened in 1607 as Andreae entered an atra tempestas
(somber tempest). It seems that his critical disposi-
tion incited him to write a lampoon against one of
the close advisers to the Prince of Wirttemberg,
which led to a judiciary inquest, interrupted his
studies, and resulted in his being rejected as a can-
didate for ecclesiastical office. Between 1609 and
1611 he went on a long journey to Strasbourg,
Lyon, Paris, and then Switzerland, where the
Calvinist organization of the city of Geneva made
a strong impression on him, and where he seems to
have drafted the Fama Fraternitatis (Fame of the
[Rosicrucian] Brotherhood) and the remarkable
comedy entitled Turbo (Whirlpool). In fact, this
Latin title evokes the turmoil or the vortex in which
the young Andreae found himself swept away. In
1613, after a long trip to Italy, he was at last able to
recommence his studies of theology. The following
year he obtained a post as deacon (adjunct pastor)
at Vaihingen; this was the same year of his mar-
riage, and of the beginning of his correspondence
with Johann Arndt.

During the Thirty Years War, his ecclesiastical
and diplomatic career took on new impetus: he was
named Dean at Calw and went on a mission in Aus-
tria to defend the positions of Lutheranism there.
Also at Calw, he created the Farberstift (Dyers’
Foundation), a charitable association whose goals
included helping the poor and sick, giving grants to
young students, creating a library, promoting the
learning of foreign languages, financing appren-
ticeships, paying for the education of children from
insolvent families, and supporting aid for the men-
tally and physically handicapped. This foundation
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lasted until 1979. However, after the Battle of
Nordlingen in 1634, Imperial troops completely
devastated the town of Calw, leaving numerous
casualties and causing grave epidemics. Andreae
related this drama in Threni Calvenses (Calvian
Lamentations), published in 163 5. After the devas-
tation, Johann Valentin Andreae’s two daughters
married notables of Calw and had so many off-
spring that an inquiry has established that in 1936,
ten percent of Calw’s high-school students were
descended from the Andreae line.

After 1614, continuing his pastoral, social, and
diplomatic activities, Andreae published a num-
ber of important literary and theological works,
mostly written in Latin. Their common denomi-
nator was the desire to combat three principal
scourges of his era in Wiirttemberg: the blind rigor
and sterile theological disputes of the Lutheran
orthodoxy; the interference of temporal power in
the life of the church; and the profound moral deca-
dence of Christian society in his time. To fight these
problems, and to propose a more authentic Chris-
tianity to his contemporaries, Andreae found a
model in the Vier Biicher vom wahren Christentum
(Four Books of True Christianity), published be-
tween 1605 and 1610 by the theologian Johann
Arndt, who became Superintendent General of the
Principality of Liineburg in 1611. These “four
books” were the Book of Scripture (the Bible), the
Book of Life (Christ), the Book of Conscience, and
the “Grand Universal Book of Nature”. Arndt,
whose texts contained extracts from mystics such
as Tauler and Angela di Foligno, can be considered
the pioneer of Protestant — Pietism, and he exer-
cised a strong influence over Andreae. In Stras-
bourg, around 1615, Andreae published some
extracts from Arndt’s “Four Books” translated into
Latin. In an apologue of his Mythologia christiana
(Christian Mythology; 1619), Andreae applauded
Arndt’s emphasis on the necessity for Christians to
actually lead their lives in accord with the faith
they professed. The same year, Andreae dedicated
his Reipublicae Christianopolitanae descriptio (De-
scription of the Republic of Christianopolis) to
Johann Arndt. In a hundred chapters, this work
describes an ideal Christian society called Caphar
Salama (in Hebrew, “village of peace”), built on a
triangular island symbolizing the Holy Trinity. The
inhabitants have realized in themselves the mystery
of regeneration; in fact, they constitute the Ecclesia
in hac vita occulta (Church concealed in this life) of
which Luther wrote. Thus Christianopolis is a por-
trait of a city of regenerated Christians as Andreae,
under Arndt’s influence, imagined it. He continued
to describe this city in the alchemical allegory of
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Rosicrucian myth, in the Invitatio Fraternitatis
Christi (Invitation of the Brotherhood of Christ;
1617-1618), in Civis christianus (Christian City;
1619), in Christenburg (1620), and in Christiance
Societatis Imago (Picture of Christian Society;
1620). In Theophilus, written in 1622 but not pub-
lished until 1649, Andreae proposed the means of
establishing the actual Christian City whose image
he had so often portrayed. Three conditions were
necessary: temporal authority must be favorable to
its birth; education must develop moral integrity as
well as culture; and each citizen must be renatus
(born again). But Andreae did not delude himself;
in De Christiani Cosmoxeni genitura judicium
(Judgment on the Nativity of Christian Cosmo-
xenus), which appeared around 1615, he had pre-
sented this ideal citizen as a purely imaginary being.

To emphasize this contrast between the ideal city
and the real world, Andreae was not content with
presenting his readers with the image of an ideal
Christian society. An important part of his work,
beginning with the myth of the Rose-Cross [~
Rosicrucianism], is a satire on the oddities of his
era. In 1617, he published in the fictitious place of
Helicone juxta Parnassum (“Helicon on Parnas-
sus”, but in fact Strasbourg) about a hundred satir-
ical dialogues under the title of Menippus, recalling
the famous pamphlet of the Satyre Ménippée
(Menippean Satire), published in France in 1594,
paving the way for the triumph of Henri IV over
the League. Menippos was a famous Greek Satirist
of the 1st century B.C.E., who was imitated by
Meleager, Varro, and Lucian, among others.
Andreae situated himself in this tradition, criticiz-
ing the various orders of society of his time, and his
satire created such a stir that one professor of phi-
losophy at Tuibingen, Caspar Bucher immediately
published an Antimenippus, while Andreae himself
resolved to have an expurgated version of his
Menippus printed the following year.

One of the targets of Andreae’s satire was the pre-
tentious erudition of the savants of his era, the hol-
low eloquence of professors in need of more sense
and less arrogance, who were nothing but asinocre-
atores, “donkey-makers” who did not know how to
teach dialectic or rhetoric, while their pupils discov-
ered Aristotle’s Heavens, but not God’s.

In the domain of religion, Andreae estimated in
Menippus that the “Reformation” was nothing but
a “Deformation” which had replaced a Pope with
“papelli” (popelets), diminished the power of
Peter’s Keys, and made the Church dependent on a
temporal power that preached the doctrine of
Christ, maybe, but not the imitation of Christ or
the cultivation of a pious life.
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As an appendix to Menippus, Andreae published
Institutio magica pro curiosis (Magical Institute
for the Curious), which stated his position vis-a-vis
the fantastic commentaries inspired by the Rosi-
crucian writings, notably the novel mentioned
above, Chymische Hochzeit Christiani Rosenkreutz.
It is a dialog between Curiosus, who hopes to be
initiated into the secrets of = magic, and Chris-
tianus, who reveals to him that magic resides in the
grand Temple of Nature illuminated by three
torches: that of divine Providence, that of society,
and that of the anatomy of the world. This satire,
once again, is aimed at the false erudites of his time,
imbued with Latin, theology, and abstract for-
mulae. In retaliation, Andreae praised those who
worked with matter, architects, geographers, and
astronomers, astounding the young enquirer who
longed for nonexistent mysteries.

Along with this satire, Andreae used a less scour-
ing and more subtle method for opposing the fol-
lies of his era and the calumnies he had suffered,
namely the literary device of fables and fiction.
Such was the object of the work entitled Myzho-
logice christiance sive Virtutum et Vitiorum vite
bhumance imaginum Libri tres (Three Books of
Christian Mythology, or Image of the Virtues and
Vices of Human Life), which appeared at Stras-
bourg in 1619. After the manner of Trajano Boc-
calini (1556-1613), who published the Raguagli
di Parnaso (Reports from Parnassus) in 1612,
An dreae presented his critique of society in the
form of myths and fairy-tales. His goal was to
better the people of his time with fables. In an apo-
logue entitled Lusus (Manipulus V, 27), he imag-
ines a dialog between Scurrilitas (Scurrility) and
Lusus (Play). The first is negative, impudent, and
mocking, while Play (to whom Andreae defers)
only mocks religion, the state, and erudition when
they display imposture and barbarity, ‘in order to
make it clear that one writes satires not for pleas-
ure or from a taste for carping, but out of necessity,
indicating a religious, honest, moderate, intelligent
spirit, concerned for the future of society’.

As a supplement to the Mythologia christiana,
Andreae published a dialogue entitled Alethea exul
(The Exile of Truth), in which Alethea, interro-
gated by Philalethes about the mystery of the Rose-
Cross, says that she has observed ‘not without
pleasure [non sine voluptate] a somewhat spiritual
game [lusum quendam ingeniosiorem]’, but that
she has thereafter eclipsed herself so as to not be
involved in an ‘uncertain and dangerous affair
[rei incertee et lubricee]’. This dialogue reveals
Andreae’s position in regard to the myth that he had
at least helped to create. The character Christian
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Rosenkreuz takes his name from the escutcheons
both of Luther and of the Andreae family. Two
later autobiographical writings by Andreae place
the creation of the Chymische Hochzeit between
1603 and 1605. With an incontestable literary tal-
ent, the author describes the extraordinary dream-
like adventure of Christian Rosenkreuz, witness to
the alchemical reincarnation and union of sponsus
and sponsa (bridegroom and bride), whom — Carl
Gustav Jung later named the animus and anima.
However, the text does not have any of the techni-
cal aspects of an alchemical treatise; it is a vivid
account, punctuated with enigmas, mysterious
episodes, and erotic allusions. But this is only what
they appear to be, inasmuch as Christian, braving
the ban against entering the basements of the royal
palace, discovers Venus naked, for in fact she sym-
bolizes the new invisible body of the soul. Spiritu-
alized matter also appears in the description of the
fountain of Hermes, at which the chosen ones
drink. The water of Hermes is Mercury, the sub-
stance of all transformation, all redemption, both
in man and in nature. This is why Christian
Rosenkreuz, after having lived the regeneration of
sponsus and sponsa, is called Eques aurei Lapidis
(Knight of the Golden Stone). And if at the end of
the novel he is supposedly condemned to become a
gate-keeper at the royal palace, it is for the purpose
of announcing to those who are worthy the re-
descent of the soul into transformed nature.

The Fama Fraternitatis, which circulated across
Europe in the form of manuscripts around 1610
and was printed in 1614 at Kassel, also magnifies
the grandeur of the human-microcosm and cites —
Paracelsus. Christian Rosenkreuz appears in this
work as the heroic founder of an omniscient broth-
erhood capable of redeeming all of nature. Given
Andreae’s ambiguous declarations, the Fama Fra-
ternitatis cannot be totally attributed to him. In the
funeral oration for his friend Tobias Hess, who
died in 1614, he evoked the deceased’s liking for
secret societies. As for the Confessio Fraternitatis
(Confession of the Brotherhood), published at Kas-
sel in 1615 in Latin and in German translation, its
genesis is equally linked to Tobias Hess, for reasons
that follow. A collection of essays entitled Theca
gladii spiritus (Scabbard of the Sword of the Spirit)
and published at Strasbourg in 1616 was attributed
in the preface to Hess, whereas Andreae, twenty-
six years later, admitted to having been its author.
No fewer than twenty-eight sentences from the
Confessio Fraternitatis figure in this collection
beside extracts of other works of Andreae, such as
Invitatio Fraternitatis Christi and Bone Causce
Fiducia (Trust in a Good Cause). From these docu-
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mented elements we can conclude that the Chemi-
cal Wedding was authored by Andreae and that the
Confessio resulted from Andreae’s cooperation
with Tobias Hess, whereas the Fama Fraternitatis is
a collective work written by more than two au-
thors. In the last chapter of the Turris Babel (Tower
of Babel), a pamphlet published by Andreae in
1619, the author writes about numerous texts
released under the name of the Rose-Cross:
‘... there are those which are . . . jokes . . .; some
are poor ones, . . . some are pious and devout. . . .
While I certainly repudiate even the company of the
Brotherhood, you will never make me renounce
the true Christian Brotherhood, that which under
the cross exhales a perfume of roses’.

Andreae had attempted to realize this “true
Christian Brotherhood” in many repeated efforts,
and his vision of the Rosicrucian myth had been its
literary and utopian translation, just as many other
writings including Christianopolis (1619), Chris-
tenburger Schlacht (The Battle of Christenburg;
1620), Christianee Societatis Imago (1620), and
Christiani Amoris Dextera porrecta (The Extended
Right Hand of Christian Love; 1620). These were
no longer a matter of simple literary fiction, for
Andreae had long dreamed of founding this Chris-
tian brotherhood under the patronage of Duke
August of Brunswick (1579-1666). We recall that
Johann Arndt, whose influence on Andreae has
been emphasized above, exercised his pastoral
activity in the Principality of Brunswick-Liineburg.
Moreover, at Tiibingen Andreae had met a student
related to the Liineburg nobility, Wilhelm von
Wense, born like him in 1586, but who died in an
accident in 1641. In 1642, Andreae expressed his
sorrow in a funerary oration in the honor of this
friend. It was at Wense’s instigation that August of
Brunswick had been chosen as protector of the
Societas Christiana.

Andreae had met Duke August for the first time
in 1630. An important correspondence between
the two men began in 1640, each one writing about
600 letters to the other. In one letter dated June 17,
1642, Andreae announced to August of Brunswick
the arrival of the Christiane Societatis Imago and
the Christiani Amoris Dextera porrecta, and on
July 26, the Duke acknowledged receipt of these
‘lovely little treatises’. Scholars of Andreae had long
thought that these works had disappeared, and as
late as 1973 one specialist questioned whether the
two treatises had truly been published, until the
present author discovered the actual copies re-
ceived and read by the Duke. The Christian society
that they describe was placed under the protection
of this nobleman, ‘vir Pietate, Probitate et Litte-
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ratura Illustrissimus’ (a man illustrious in piety,
uprightness, and letters); its goal was to develop
knowledge in the different domains of religion, the
sciences, and society, which would then be con-
cretized by the publication of an encyclopedia in
the vernacular. Thus Andreae belonged in the line
of learned societies such as the French Academy,
the Royal Society, and the Fruchtbringende Gesell-
schaft (Fruit-Bearing Society) to which he was
admitted in 1646, thanks to the recommendation
of the Duke of Brunswick. By then in his sixties, he
was admitted with the pseudonym of “Fracidus”, a
Latin adjective used to designated an overripe
olive; the German version, “der Miirbe” (the Ripe
One), was no more complimentary. However, the
emblem that he was given, a tree covered in moss,
and the motto “etiamnum viret” (he is still green),
may have consoled him. Andreae declared to
Philippe Heinhofer, a patrician of Augsburg and
intermediary between him and Duke August, that
he felt neither old nor weary. In 1650 he became
Abbot and Prelate of Bebenhausen, the next year he
was named Superintendent General (the equivalent
of an archbishop), and he died in 1654 at Stuttgart.

Thanks to his brilliant invention of the Rosicru-
cian myth, Andreae’s name is still cited in numer-
ous contemporary works, from the United States to
Europe and even Japan. Paradoxically, he seems to
be less well known in the Christian milieu, except
in the microcosm of Lutheran theologians. How-
ever, his writings played an important role in the
evolution of Christianity after the Reformation.
Whereas Luther, especially in Von weltlicher
Obrigkeit (On Worldly Authority), established the
so-called “theory of two realms”, affirming that the
Christian is simultaneously subject to two totally
separate kingdoms, the spiritual in his religious life
and the temporal in his societal life, and in conse-
quence the notion of the ideal city was completely
foreign to him, we have seen that Andreae never
ceased to work in favor of a respublica christiana.
Certainly he did not hesitate to castigate the princes
whom he named idolaters, and in a satire entitled
Apap proditus, he mercilessly criticized Caesaro-
papism. On the other hand, he praised in his Theo-
philus the sovereign who acted for the furthering of
public religion in his state. That which he valued
above all was the free manifestation of the praxis
pietatis (devotional practice) within a Christian
society. In this sense, he anticipated the first gener-
ation of Pietists, who, with Jakob Spener (163 5-
1705), reconciled the ecclesiastical structure with
the collegium pietatis (college of devotion) and
worked for the formation of ecclesiole in ecclesia
(small churches within the Church). Finally, as the
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present author has shown in many studies dedi-
cated to Andreae’s work, his beautiful narrative of
the Chemical Wedding of Christian Rosenkreuz is
articulated around three axes: God, Man, and
Nature. According to Antoine Faivre, it is to this
triangle that theosophic thought applies itself.
Theosophy, as taught in the lecture-halls of Chris-
tianopolis, is a school of humility and obedience,
docile receptivity, a revelation directly infused
by God. The itinerary of Christian Rosenkreuz,
like those of Christian Cosmoxenus and the elect
of Christianopolis, is the theosophic miracle of
salvation.
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The cultural movements covered by the terms
“mesmerism” and “animal magnetism” are so
complex that a long treatise would be required to
cover them fully. Here we shall only outline the
main cultural currents, and describe the directions
they have taken in France, Germany, the British
Isles, and the United States of America.

1. FRANZ ANTON MESMER

Mesmer’s major accomplishments are fairly well
known. He was born on May 23, 1734 in Iznang,
near Lake Constance. He studied theology and
medicine, and in 1766 defended a thesis in which
he asserted the influence of the planets on human
maladies, which earned him the title of Doctor of
Medicine. In 1767 he settled in Vienna to begin his
career as a doctor, and the following year married
Maria Anna von Posch, a rich widow from an
influential family.

During 1773-1774 he first tried using magnets
for medical purposes (an idea that came from Eng-
land) in an attempt to cure one of his patients, Miss
Osterlin. The sick woman felt a sensation like a
strange current passing through her, and her symp-
toms vanished. From this experience, Mesmer
began to draw the first outlines of his theory. He
believed that the magnets themselves were not
solely responsible for the effect obtained, but that
they had served to amplify and channel a “fluid”
accumulated within his own body, which he had
transferred to his patient through an act of will. He
named this discovery “animal magnetism” (Tier-
magnetismus or tierischer Magnetismus), a term
that would soon become part of the current vocab-
ulary. The theory he deduced from his discovery
amounted to these principles: an impalpable fluid
permeates the entire universe and connects human
beings to animals, plants, objects, and to each
other. All human maladies are caused solely by
poor circulation of this fluid within the human
organism. For healing, it is necessary to re-establish
the equilibrium of the cosmic fluid. This is what the
magnetizer does, as he projects his fluid by means
of passes over the organism of the sufferer. How-
ever, the concept of animal magnetism is much
more complex than one might think from this brief
summary. It comprises: (1) a psychological, anthro-
pological, and cosmological theory describing the
intricate relationship between man and the uni-
verse; (2) the techniques practiced by the magne-
tizer to relieve his fellows; (3) the phenomena of
magnetic somnambulism, described later; and (4)
the cultural currents set in motion by Mesmer that
would continue throughout the 19th century.

Mesmer’s reputation as a doctor and healer soon
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began to grow. In 1775, Prince Elector Max Joseph
of Bavaria invited him to assist in an investigation
of séances of exorcism held near Constance by
Father Johann Joseph Gassner, a priest who was
attracting crowds and performing what appeared
to be miraculous healings, laying on his hands to
expel evil spirits. On November 23, 1775, after
observing Gassner, Mesmer undertook to repro-
duce the same phenomena. He found that he could
produce seizures in an epileptic patient merely by a
touch of the finger, and could cause the sick to have
apparent convulsions. On the strength of this, he
concluded that Gassner was sincere, but did not
understand what he was doing; his cures were real,
but explainable by the effect of a mysterious agent,
hitherto unknown: the “animal magnetism” that
he, Mesmer, had just discovered. Thus mesmerism
was born from an unlikely combination of efforts:
the attempt to interpret exorcism from a rational
standpoint; experimentation in magnetic medicine;
and the first tentative theories of electricity and
magnetism. What Mesmer did not admit was that
he had found himself, in a way, in the same situa-
tion as Gassner. Essentially, while Gassner, as a reli-
gious healer, validated his power of suggestion
using liturgical décor and the symbolic system that
accompanied it, Mesmer drew on the prestige of
science and the aura of mystery that always sur-
rounds new discoveries.

Mesmer’s reputation grew, but it also attracted
difficulties that forced him to leave Vienna. In Feb-
ruary 1777, he moved to Paris to promote his
grand discovery there. He settled in a private man-
sion in the Place Vendome, where he received
patients from high society and charged them exor-
bitant fees for his services. A few initial successes in
curing the maladies of influential people assured a
continued influx of distinguished clients. He also
gained the devotion of some zealous but self-seek-
ing disciples, such as Dr. d’Eslon, personal physi-
cian to the Comte d’Artois (one of the King’s
brothers), and author of Observations sur le mag-
nétisme animal (Observations on Animal Mag-
netism, 1780). Mesmer’s residence became a
fashionable haunt; ailing great ladies swooned
there, and were seized by spectacular convulsions.
Numerous healings were reported. But fashion
became tinged with scandal. In 1784, on the
demand of the King, an official committee was
formed with the purpose of throwing light on Mes-
mer’s controversial methods of treatment. The
committee included several renowned experts,
such as the chemist Antoine Laurent de Lavoisier,
the astronomer Jean-Sylvain Bailly, and the Amer-
ican statesman Benjamin Franklin. The committee’s
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verdict was paradoxical. Essentially, it affirmed
that while the members could not objectively detect
the fluid, some of the alleged cures were genuine.
However, it did not encourage the practice, because
in its view, Mesmer’s success must be due only to
the deceptive powers of the — imagination, which
constituted a bad method of healing, especially in
this era, when medicine was undergoing a complete
revision at the hands of scientists. A confidential
report was even given to the King, concerning the
possible sexual undertones of magnetism.

Laurent de Jussieu, one of the committee mem-
bers, challenged the commission’s conclusions,
writing a personal memorandum in which he
asserted that the phenomena observed could not all
be attributed to mere power of imagination, and
suggested the action of an unknown power, which
he called “chaleur animale” (animal warmth). 1784
was a year of apotheosis for Mesmer, but also the
beginning of the end. Challenged by the official
savants, he faced a revolt among his disciples. In
1785 he left Paris for an unknown destination. He
spent his last years forgotten, and died in seclusion
in 1815.

2. PUYSEGUR

No sooner had the royal committee given its
ambiguous verdict than the emergence of new, even
stranger phenomena rekindled the debate. In April
1784 Armand Marie Jacques Chastenet, Marquis
de Puységur, Colonel of Artillery and a prominent
landowner, began to spend his spare time healing
his employees by magnetizing them according to
the principles of Mesmer’s doctrine. He was called
to the bedside of a young peasant suffering from an
inflammation of the lungs. Suddenly and unexpect-
edly, he plunged his patient into a mysterious state
of unconsciousness. The Marquis, along with
his two brothers, had been among the first to sub-
scribe to Mesmer’s lessons, and while performing
magnetic healing on this young man, he antici-
pated the effects that Mesmerian magnetism was
known to produce — yawning, sweating, and con-
vulsions, followed by an improvement of the state
of health. But things did not develop in the way he
expected. The patient’s personality changed; a new
self emerged, which seemed to overhang his wak-
ing consciousness. Furthermore, the young man
appeared to be able to predict the course of his mal-
ady, to establish its stages, and to read the thoughts
of his healer, even before they were fully formed.

Such a state of consciousness had not been re-
ported by Mesmer, but it seems probable that he
had encountered it. If he had not reported its exis-
tence, it was probably because it contradicted his
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materialistic assumptions. Be that as it may, Puy-
ségur established, in repeating the experiment upon
more patients, that this state of consciousness
could be reproduced fairly regularly, and that other
somnambulists were equally capable of diagnosing
maladies, reading thoughts, and perceiving events
outside normal consciousness. By way of contrast
with natural somnambulism (sleepwalking) known
since antiquity, he named this new state “magne-
tic” or “artificial” somnambulism. The following
year he published his observations in Paris and
London, in a memoir that sparked an explosive
chain of events. Magnetic somnambulists emerged
all over France, and a vast argument on the subject
began, which would occupy the educated world for
most of the 19th century.

3. FRANCE

During the French Revolution and the First Em-
pire, interest in magnetism entered a latent phase.
Many of the aristocrats were forced into exile, and
the public’s attention was preoccupied by more
pressing things. However, with the Restoration in
1815 and the return of many of the nobles, mag-
netism arose from its ashes. Puységur himself, who
had stayed in France, resumed his studies and pub-
lished some new works. In October 1825, Dr. Fois-
sac, at the request of some medical students,
directed a petition to the Academy of Medicine
pleading for a re-examination of magnetism. He
was not heard, but one of his colleagues, Dr. Hus-
son, chief doctor of the Hotel-Dieu, went to plead
the cause before the Academy. When the report
came that judgment had already been passed, Hus-
son argued that it had been Mesmer’s practices that
had been judged — not somnambulism, of which
Mesmer had been ignorant. The argument hit
home, and in February 1826, Husson was made
director of a new official commission. After five
years of work, in June 1831, this commission pro-
duced an astonishing verdict, recognizing as gen-
uine most of the somnambulistic phenomena
alleged by the magnetizers.

The scandal surrounding the issue was such that
the commission’s report was printed but never dis-
tributed, and the anti-magnetists regained the lead.
In 1837 Frédéric Dubois d’Amiens was chosen to
head a new commission. Dubois was a young doc-
tor who had become known four years earlier for a
violent pamphlet in which he declared war on mag-
netism. Didier Berna, a physician and magnetizer,
was chosen by the committee to coordinate its
efforts, but the tension between him and Dubois
was such that no agreement on protocols could be
reached, and most planned experiments could not
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be performed. The committee gave a completely
negative verdict in August 1837: none of the phe-
nomena alleged by the magnetizers could be
observed, and everything amounted either to trick-
ery or to effects of the imagination.

In October of the same year, the conflict came to
a head around a twelve-year-old girl from Mont-
pellier, Léonide Pigeaire. Léonide, the daughter of a
local physician, was reputed to be able to see
through opaque objects. Her abilities had been
attested to by many doctors, including Dr. Lordat,
a well-known Montpellier physician, and her
father had brought her to Paris to present her to the
commission, which had defiantly offered a prize of
3.000 francs to anyone who could read text
through an opaque object. Unfortunately, the pro-
tagonists could not even reach an agreement on the
best method of hiding the text from the reader
(a cowl or velvet blindfold fastened at the edges
with sticky paper), and the test could not take
place. Dr. Pigeaire lost by default, and Dubois
d’Amiens’ friends seized the opportunity to do
away with magnetism in general. On June 15,
1842, after a turbulent session, the Academy of
Medicine decided to have nothing further to do
with animal magnetism, and not to accept any
more papers on the subject.

But magnetism, defeated on the institutional
level, continued to flourish in the culture. The doc-
tors had retired from the scene, leaving the stage to
writers, judges, theologians, and philosophers,
who continued to think about and experiment with
magnetism. Among their subjects was Alexis
Didier, the famous somnambulist and most mar-
velous clairvoyant of the 19th century.

4. ENGLAND

During these times, the movement was spreading
outside of France. In 1837, the magnetizer Dupo-
tet, who had conducted the experiments for the
Husson commission, exported magnetism for the
first time to England, which had hitherto been pre-
served from the Mesmerian craze. After a brief
period of mistrust, crowds flocked to his demon-
strations. In 1840, he was joined by Charles
Lafontaine, another renowned magnetizer. Soon
the English developed a passion for mesmerism,
and what had happened in France repeated itself,
but more quickly. Dr. John Elliotson, a professor
at University College in London and a rising star
of British medicine, undertook with the aid of
Dupotet to perform some public experiments
upon two somnambulistic women, which un-
leashed passions and scandals. After a dazzling
ascent, Elliotson suffered a brutal fall due to suspi-
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cions of fraud on the part of his somnambulistic
subjects. Dropped by a number of his fellow mag-
netizers, he was forced to resign from his official
functions. However, he continued to pursue the
subject, later founding a high-level journal, The
Zoist, which became the European authority on
the subject of mesmerism.

Thus magnetism was expelled from the temples
of the British Establishment, but, unlike in France,
no official decree was issued to impede or limit its
practice. And, just as in France, the subject impas-
sioned writers and intellectuals, and gave rise to
intense debates.

5. UNITED STATES OF AMERICA

Also in 1837, the Frenchman Charles Poyen left
for the United States to propagate magnetism
there. In this country, the resources of institutional
protectionism were still in the embryonic stage,
and therefore did not hinder the development of
mesmerism as they had in France. Many reasons
might explain its rapid success. For a nation with a
mentality still firmly structured by religion, animal
magnetism offered an understanding of the human
spirit that was detached from theology but at the
same time open to pneumatology. To a mentality
obsessed with the concept of liberty, it offered the
idea of an autonomous somnambulism. For a pop-
ulation disoriented by industrialization, it offered a
method for mending social bonds.

Few official stumbling blocks hindered the spread
of magnetism. Unlike in France, scientific hypnol-
ogy did not set itself up to control magnetism and
reject materials that could not be assimilated. Ulti-
mately, it was the materialistic and utilitarian soci-
ety, rather than institutional barriers, that stopped
the spread of magnetism in America. The move-
ment died out at the end of the 19th century.

6. HyrNnos1s

In 1843, James Braid, a Scottish doctor, pro-
posed the term “hypnosis” to define a practice
inspired by magnetism, but more limited in its
effects and different in its conception. Braid had
been inspired by Lafontaine’s public demonstra-
tions. According to the theorists of magnetism, it
was the influence of the magnetizer that put the
patient into a magnetic sleep. Braid, however,
believed that the subject entered this state inde-
pendently by means of auto-suggestion; there was
no fluid, no occult influence of one human being on
another; and consequently it did not matter by
what method the sleep was attained. Braid re-
mained reserved about the “higher magnetic phe-
nomena” that the magnetizers claimed to produce,
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but he did not reject them, as is often thought. He
contented himself with saying that he had not pro-
duced these results with his particular method. At
first his method had little success, but after 1878,
when the French medical institution decided to lift
the decades-old academic taboo and accept the
phenomena formerly called “magnetic”, it became
the obligatory reference. After its English reform, a
change of terminology, a selection of phenomena
deemed acceptable, and a materialistic remodeling
of its phenomenology, what was formerly known
as magnetism was accepted by so-called official
medicine.

Around 1860, a few young doctors, including
Eugéne Azam and Paul Broca, had attempted to
promote Braid’s theory in France, but their
attempts had remained isolated and without conse-
quences. It was in 1878 that, under Charcot’s lead-
ership, hypnotism rocketed to success. First
considered a useful tool for studying hysterics, the
practice posed so many questions to psychology
and medicine that it became, in the space of a
decade, one of the biggest areas of research in the
sciences of the mind. The medical establishment
now began to embrace a part of what it had con-
demned fifty years before. Psychiatry, psychology,
philosophy, and theories of art and education all
found themselves appealed to by the question
of hypnosis. Nevertheless, the phenomena that
triggered this enthusiasm were nothing but an
expurgated and attenuated version of the old mag-
netic phenomena. In Charcot’s wake, though,
physicians such as Julian Ochorowicz and philoso-
phers such as Emile Boirac came to doubt the claim
that hypnotism could completely explain away the
phenomena produced by the old magnetizers.

At the end of the 19th century, under the impulse
of these authors, animal magnetism made a new
return to learned discourse, now colored by the sci-
entific and materialistic orientation of that period.
With this return was born the research program
that the English named “psychical research” and
the French, métapsychique: a problematic and con-
troversial area of study, but one which aroused
great theoretical hopes. Psychical research in
Britain began around 1876 at Trinity College in
Cambridge, thanks to the initiative of the philoso-
pher Henry Sidgwick, an eminent professor of
moral and political philosophy. Métapsychique, in
France, was thus named in 1919 by the Nobel
Prize-winning physiologist Charles Richet. Two
decades of theoretical and experimental abundance
followed, before the discipline gave way to the
incoming tide of new ideologies that followed the
Second World War.
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7. ESOTERICISM AND MAGNETISM

This broad historical outline should not lead one
to think that we are faced with a uniform current.
In reality, the magnetic movement, in France, Ger-
many, Britain, and America, has always contained
multiple, and sometimes conflicting, schools of
thought. In France, before the Revolution, the way
mesmerism developed reflected the political and
social instability of the era. In the years following
the discovery of somnambulism by the Marquis de
Puységur, the movement developed three principal
divisions: on the “left” were the materialists, on the
“center” the psycho-fluidists (Puységur’s disciples),
and on the “right” the esoterically oriented magne-
tizers. The materialists were disciples of Mesmer or
of doctors who, like Dr. Jacques Pététin, wanted to
rid themselves of the mesmerian “fluid” and pre-
ferred to talk of “vital electricity”. In explaining the
somnambulistic state, they emphasized the impor-
tance of this material vehicle that they thought pro-
duced it. The psycho-fluidists, disciples of Puységur
and Deleuze, maintained that somnambulism
revealed a hidden self and, although they were spir-
itualists, rejected all reference to entities outside of
human consciousness; they saw the fluid only as a
vehicle, and emphasized the will that set it in
motion. The third category, finally, split into sev-
eral branches. The importance of this last current,
esoteric in nature, should not be underestimated.

The study of esoteric magnetism had its nucleus
in the city of Lyon - rightly or wrongly reputed to
be the esoteric capital of France. Its aristocratic
adepts mixed the idea of progress with eschatolog-
ical expectations, > mysticism, science, Christian
esotericism, Jewish Kabbala [~ Jewish Influences],
and — alchemy. The writings that they have left
recall how simplistic our modern ideas of the Age
of Enlightenment often are. They themselves were
divided into several schools of thought. Some, like
the Chevalier de Barberin, did not envisage entities
external to human consciousness, but claimed to
act directly upon the patient by will and prayer,
without the mediation of any material fluid. Oth-
ers, such as the famous Jeanne Rochette (whose
“sleeps” were recorded by — Jean-Baptiste Willer-
moz), reported having contact with angelic entities
during their trances.

If the esoteric branch of magnetism was born in
France, it was in Germany that the movement
reached its greatest development. The German
mystics, philosophers, and writers carried magnet-
ism to new metaphysical heights. It had an ideal
terrain upon which to unfurl: the pre-romantic
theologies of light and electricity, developed as
early as 1765 by Prokop Divisch, = Friedrich
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Christoph Oetinger, and Johann Ludwig Fricker.
Most of the promoters of > Naturphilosophie (the
“philosophy of nature”) integrated magnetism into
their theories and dedicated many studies to it,
believing in the existence of a “universal connec-
tor” — the “inner sense” that, during the magnetic
trance, put the somnambulist in communication
with the whole of nature. One major example is —
Gotthilf Heinrich Schubert, with his Ansichten von
der Nachtseite der Naturwissenschaft (1808,
Views from the Night Side of Natural Science) and
Die Symbolik der Traiime (1814, The Symbolism
of Dreams).

Other theorists sought to anchor the mysteries of
somnambulism in physiology, in terms of theoreti-
cal oppositions between the cerebro-spinal system,
the organ of diurnal thought and rationality sup-
posedly dominant in men, and the ganglion system,
the support of the nocturnal forms of life, that they
believed to predominate in women. Around 1779,
Eberhard Gmelin discussed his views in Neue
Untersuchungen bei den thierischen Magnetismus
(New Studies in Animal Magnetism, 1789). His
views have caused many authors, such as Ricarda
Huch, to affirm that most somnambulists were
women or effeminate men.

There were many great German theorists of ani-
mal magnetism in the Romantic Era — for example,
Dietrich Georg Kieser and Carl August von
Eschenmayer, co-directors of the review Archiv fiir
den thierischen Magnetismus (Archive for Animal
Magnetism, 1817-1824). Kieser also wrote the
important System des Tellurismus oder thierischen
Magnetismus (System of Tellurism, or Animal
Magnetism, 1826). Among the writings of Eschen-
meyer figures Mysterien des inneren Lebens, erk-
lart aus der Geschichte der Seberin von Prevorst
(Mysteries of the Inner Life, Explained by the Story
of the Seeress of Prevorst, 1830). There were also
Friedrich Hufeland, who tried to understand the
sympathy between beings (Uber Sympathie; On
Sympathy, 1811); Johann Carl Passavant (Unter-
suchungen bei dem Lebensmagnetismus und das
Hellsehen; Researches in Animal Magnetism and
Clairvoyance, 1821); and Karl Friedrich Burdach,
who in Zeitrechnung des menschlichen Lebens
(Chronology of Human Life, 1829) maintained the
existence of a transpersonal mental space to which
the magnetic trance provided access.

The Swabian physician and poet — Justinus
Kerner has a special place here; his name is bound
up with that of the famous somnambulist
Friederike Hauffe, the Seeress of Prevorst. This
young woman is the archetype of the somnambule
who, beset by various bodily ills, draws mystics,
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writers, and doctors to her bedside. Living in a
semi-permanent state of somnambulistic trance,
Hauffe presented the whole gamut of magnetic
endowments: the gifts of second sight and of pre-
cognition, predicting deaths, revealing maladies,
prescribing remedies, and being extremely sensitive
to certain substances. She even saw spirits of the
dead and maintained a semi-permanent communi-
cation with them. The speeches she made during
her altered states of consciousness included many
ideas of a clearly theosophic character. They were
recorded by Justinus Kerner in his book Die Sebe-
rin von Prevorst (The Seeress of Prevorst, 1829),
which had a great impact, notably thanks to its
publication in English in a translation by Catherine
Crowe (The Seeress of Prevorst, 1845). But of all
the Germans of this era, it was certainly - Franz
von Baader who authored the most noteworthy
writings devoted to the connection between animal
magnetism and theosophy [~ Christian Theo-
sophy] (cf. inter alia: Uber die Extase oder das
Verziicktsein der magnetischen Schlafredner; On
Ecstasy, or the Rapture of Magnetized Sleeptalkers;
1817-1818). Compared with facts accumulated in
France in the same era, the German magnetic body
of work presents a striking and instructive differ-
ence. In effect, most of the French somnambulists
famous for their clairvoyant gifts (notably Alexis
Didier), exercised their second sight directly, with-
out using supernatural entities as a relay. Their dis-
course while in a trance was turned towards earthly
reality more than towards the celestial spheres or
theosophical speculation, as tended to be the case
in Germany.

8. RELATED DEVELOPMENTS

Connections between magnetism and spiritual-
ism were drawn in the English-speaking world as
well, although in this somewhat more materialistic
culture the dominant approach was marked by
positivism and a careful attention to scientific fact.
In England, around 1838, Dr. Herbert Mayo, pro-
fessor at King’s College, London, experimented
with magnetic somnambulists in the hope of coun-
teracting the growth of materialism through proof
of the existence of the soul and its independence
from organic life. Around 1850, the experiments
performed over distance with the famous Alexis
Didier convinced him that the spirit was truly able
to detach itself from the body. The Rev. Chauncy
Townshend, a writer, painter, poet, and a friend of
Dickens, also experimented with Alexis and pub-
lished the result of his personal studies in Facts in
Mesmerism (1844 —a work that would later inspire
Edgar Allen Poe). Finally, in the United States of
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America, the development of magnetism was
marked by the exaltation of the individual typical
of this young nation. Henceforth the somnam-
bulists had no more need of magnetizers, but
magnetized themselves. The American version of
the “Magnetic Heroes” represented in France by
Alexis Didier or in Germany by Friederike Hauffe
appeared in figures like > Andrew Jackson Davis
(The Great Harmonia, 1852) and Phineas P.
Quimby, whose new interpretation of magnetic
healing was at the basis of the movement of “mind
cure” (— New Thought).

9. CONCLUSION

For mainstream Western culture, animal mag-
netism was a shock and a challenge whose magni-
tude and effects are too often forgotten today. For
the participants it brought great hopes, not only for
a scientific breakthrough, but for a moral and
social renovation and a deepening of spiritualist
philosophy. For the movement’s adversaries, it
threatened to subvert reason and to pervert the
social order; therefore it must be combated in every
possible way. The result was a cultural battle that
led to the repression of magnetism, and its eventual
oblivion. While the phenomena of somnambulism
have never been completely objectified or ex-
plained in a satisfying manner, they have certainly
stimulated and/or disquieted all aspects of culture.
Psychiatry, psychoanalysis, the psychology of
altered states of consciousness, philosophy, the his-
tory of religion, ethnology, art, literature, and the-
ories of education — all have been affected by this
current and still bear its mark. And the questions
posed by magnetism do not belong only to a move-
ment that died out long ago; they remain highly
pertinent even today.

The bibliography of animal magnetism is im-
mense. It consists of a series of very diverse writ-
ings: brochures, pamphlets, theoretical studies,
case studies, and accounts of séances. There are
certainly over 5.000 titles in English, French, and
German alone. The most complete bibliography is
that of Adam Crabtree: Animal Magnetism, Early
Hypnotism, and Psychical Research, 1766 to 1925:
An Annotated Bibliography (Kraus International
Publishers: New York 1988), but it is still far from
covering all the relevant literature. The works men-
tioned below concern the essential episodes in the
history of magnetism, but are meant only to serve
the reader as a first orientation in this labyrinth.

Friedrich-Anton Mesmer, Mémoire sur la découverte
du magnétisme animal, Geneva, Paris: Didot, 1779 ¢
Nicolas Bergasse, Considérations sur le magnétisme
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animal, ou Sur la théorie du monde et des étres orga-
nisés, d’apres les principes de M. Mesmer, The Hague,
1784 ¢ Jean-Sylvain Bailly, Rapport des commissaires
chargés par le Roi de I'examen du magnétisme animal,
Paris: Imprimerie Royale, 1784 ¢ Armand Marie
Jacques de Chastenet, marquis de Puységur, Mémoires
pour servir a Ihistoire et a I'établissement du mag-
nétisme animal, Paris, London: Dentu, 1784-1785 ¢
Laurent de Jussieu, Rapport de I'un des commissaires
chargés par le Roi de I'examen du magnétisme animal,
Paris: Veuve Harissart, 1784 ¢ Chevalier de Barberin,
Systéeme raisonné du magnétisme universel, Ostend:
Société de ’Harmonie d’Ostende, 1786 ¢ Armand
Marie Jacques de Chastenet, marquis de Puységur,
Recherches, expériences et observations physiologi-
ques sur I’homme dans état de somnambulisme
naturel et dans le somnambulisme provoqué par 'acte
magnétique, Paris: Dentu, 1811 ¢ Jacques-Désiré
Pététin, Electricité animale, Paris: Bruno-Labbe et
Gautier, 1808 ¢ Joseph-Pierre Deleuze, Histoire cri-
tique du magnétisme animal, 2 vols., Paris: Mame,
1813 ¢ Etienne d’Hénin de Cuvillers, Le magnétisme
animal retrouvé dans I’Antiquité, ou Dissertation his-
torique, etymologique et mythologique sur Esculape,
Hippocrate et Gallien; sur Apis, Sérapis et Osiris;
suivie de recherches sur I'origine de I’Alchimie, Paris:
Barrois, 1821 ¢ Pierre Foissac, Mémoire sur le mag-
nétisme animal, adressé a MM. les membres de
I’Académie des sciences et de I’Académie royale de
médecine, Paris: Didot, 1825 & Justinus Kerner, Die
Seberin von Prevorst: Eréffnung iiber das innere Leben
des Menschen und iiber Hereinragen einer Geisterwelt
in die Unsere, 2 vols., Stuttgart: J.G. Cotta, 1828 ¢
Frédéric Dubois (d’Amiens), Examen historique et
résumé des expériences prétendues magnétiques faites
par la commission de I’Académie royale de médecine,
Paris, 1833 ¢ Joseph-Pierre Deleuze, Mémoire sur la
faculté de prévision, Paris: Crochard, 1836 ¢ Didier
Berna, Magnétisme animal: Examen et réfutation du
rapport fait par M.E.F. Dubois (d’Amiens) a I'A-
cadémie royale de médecine, le huit aoiit 1837, sur le
magnétisme animal, Paris: Rouvier, 1838 ¢ Jean
Pigeaire, Puissance de I’électricité animale, ou du mag-
nétisme vital,et de ses rapports avec la physique, la
physiologie et la médecine, Paris: Dentu et Bailliere,
1839 ¢ Jules Dupotet de Sennevoy, Le magnétisme ani-
mal opposé a la médecine: Mémoire pour servir I'his-
toire du magnétisme en France et en Angleterre, Paris:
Roret, 1840 ¢ Aubin Gauthier, Histoire du somnam-
bulisme chez tous les peuples, sous les noms divers
d’extases, songes, oracles et visions, examen des doc-
trines théoriques et philosophiques, 2 vols., Paris:
Dentu et Bailliére, 1842 ¢ James Braid, Neurypnology
or the Rationale of Nervous Sleep, Considered in Rela-
tion with Animal Magnetism, [llustrated by Numerous
Cases of its Successfull Applications in the Relief and
Cure of Diseases, London: John Churchill, 1843 ¢
John Elliotson, Numerous Cases of Surgical Opera-
tions without Pain in the Mesmeric State; with
Remarks upon the Opposition of Many Members of
the Royal Medical and Chirugical Society and Others
to the Reception of the Inestimable Blessings of Mes-
merism, Philadelphia: Lea and Blanchard, 1843 ¢
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Chauncey Hare Townshend, Facts in Mesmerism, with
Reasons for a Dispassionate Enquiry into it, London:
Longman, 1844 ¢ Charles Lafontaine, L'art de magné-
tiser, ou le magnétisme animal considéré sous le point
de vue théorique, pratique et thérapeutique, Paris: Bail-
liere, 1847 ¢ Joseph-Pierre Durand, called Durand de
Gros, Electrodynamisme vital, ou les relations physi-
ologiques de Iesprit et de la matiere démontrées par
des expériences enticrement nouvelles et par I'bistoire
raisonnée du systeme nerveux, Paris: Bailliere, 1855
Jean-Martin Charcot, Contribution a I'étude de I'byp-
notisme chez les hystériques, Paris, 1881 ¢ Julian
Ochorowicz, De la suggestion mentale, Paris: Doin,
1887 & Emile Boirac, L’hypothése du magnétisme ani-
mal d’apres les recherches récentes, Paris, 1895 ¢
Phineas P. Quimby, The Quimby Manuscripts, New
York: Thomas Crowell, 1921.

Lit.: Frangois Azouvi, “Sens et fonction épisté-
mologique de la critique du magnétisme animal par les
Académies”, Revue d’Histoire des sciences (1976) &
Albert Beguin, L'dme romantique et le réve, Paris:
Librairie José Corti, 1939 ¢ Ernst Benz, Theologie der
Elektrizitdt, Mainz: Akademie der Wissenschaften und
der Litteratur, 1970 ¢ Christine Bergé, L’Au-dela et les
Lyonnais, Mages, médiums, et Franc-Magons du X VI-
1197 gy XX siecle, Lyon: Lugd, 1995 ¢ Adam
Crabtree, From Mesmer to Freud: Magnetic Sleep and
the Roots of Psychological Healing, New Haven, Lon-
don: Yale University Press, 1993 ¢ Robert Darnton,
Mesmerism and the End of the Enlightenment in
France, Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
1986 ¢ Henri Ellenberger, The Discovery of the
Unconscious: The History and Evolution of Dynamic
Psychiatry, New York: Basic Books, 1970 ¢ Antoine
Faivre, Philosophie de la nature: Physique sacrée et
théosophie XVIII-XIX "¢ siécle, Paris: Albin Michel,
1996 ¢ Robert C. Fuller, Mesmerism and the American
Cure of Souls, Philadelphia: The University of Pennsyl-
vania Press, 1982 ¢ Alan Gauld, The Founders of Psy-
chical Research, New York: Schocken Books, 1968 ¢
idem, A History of Hypnotism, Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1995 ¢ George Gusdorf,
L’homme romantique, Paris: Payot, 1984 ¢ Wouter J.
Hanegraaff, “A Woman Alone: The Beatification of
Friederike Hauffe (1801-1829)”, in: Anne-Marie Korte
(ed.), Women and Miracle Stories: A Multidisciplinary
Exploration, Leiden, Boston, Cologne: E.]J. Brill, 2001,
211-247 ¢ Bertrand Méheust, Somnambulisme et
médiumnité, 2 vols., Paris: Les Empécheurs de penser
en rond, 1999 ¢ idem, Un voyant prodigieux, Alexis
Didier (1826-1886), Paris: Les Empécheurs de penser
en rond, 2003 ¢ Jean-Pierre Peter, “Un somnambule
désordonné? Introduction to A.M.]J. de Puységur”,
Mémoires pour servir a I'bistoire et a I'établissement du
magnétisme animal, Paris: Les Empécheurs de penser
en rond, 1999 ¢ Maria M. Tatar, Spellbound: Studies
on Mesmerism and Literature, Princeton NJ: Princeton
University Press, 1978 ¢ Alison Winter, Mesmerized,
Powers of Mind in Victorian Britain, Chicago: Univer-
sity of Chicago Press, 1998.
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Anthroposophy

1. OccuLT PHYSIOLOGY 2. CHRISTOLOGY
3. PLANETARY EVOLUTION

4. REINCARNATION AND KARMA

5. THE SPIRITUAL PATH 6. THE
ANTHROPOSOPHICAL MOVEMENT

The term anthroposophy has been used by vari-
ous hermetic and philosophical authors in the
modern era, the earliest one being the English
alchemist > Thomas Vaughan (1622-1666). In the
19th century the title was used by, among others,
the philosopher Immanuel Hermann Fichte (1797-
1879), son of the famous Johann Gottlob Fichte,
and Robert Zimmermann (1824-1898), professor
of philosophy at the university of Vienna. One of
his students was — Rudolf Steiner, with whom the
term anthroposophy is now usually associated.
Steiner used the term to refer to his own esoteric
doctrine, as distinguished from the older theoso-
phy of the > Theosophical Society with which he
broke in 1913. According to one of the definitions
that Steiner has given of anthroposophy, it is ‘a
path of knowledge that connects the spiritual in
man with the spiritual in the cosmos’. Steiner
claimed that anthroposophy is not a matter of
revealed religious doctrine, but of ‘spiritual sci-
ence’ that one has to develop oneself: it does not
teach ‘the wisdom of man’ but tries to awaken the
‘consciousness of one’s own humanity’, not only as
a key to understanding the macrocosmos but espe-
cially as a means of bringing about a spiritual trans-
formation of daily life. This article gives a thematic
survey of key topics in Steiner’s anthroposophy.
For information about Steiner’s biography and the
development of anthroposophy, see the article on
Steiner.

1. OccuLT PHYSIOLOGY

One of the key elements of Steiner’s anthroposo-
phy is a spiritual or occult [~ occult/occultism]
physiology of man. Steiner did not have one single
physiological system, but developed several ver-
sions over the course of time. These different per-
spectives serve different purposes and for the most
part they overlap only partially. They have their
basis in the concept, provided in his book Theo-
sophy (1904) and elsewhere, of a tripartition of
body, soul and spirit. The human soul mediates
between the eternal spirit or Self and the perishable
physical body. In Theosophy and elsewhere, how-
ever, this tripartition is transformed into a four-
fold distinction between physical body, etheric
body, astral body and I, which is reminiscent of



83

Paracelsian medicine [ Paracelsianism]. Macro-
cosmically, the physical body is what links us
humans to the mineral world, while the etheric
body links us to the plant world, the astral body to
the animal world, and the I is uniquely human. The
etheric body is roughly equivalent to what Aristo-
tle calls the organic soul: it is responsible for
growth and life, and is the bearer of heredity. As
such it is essentially plastic, endowing the physical
body with a specific form and shape. The astral
body is sometimes simply referred to as “the soul”
and is roughly equivalent to Aristotle’s sensitive
soul. It is the basis for interiority and subjectivity,
giving rise to the whole range of emotions and
desires, but also of unconscious impulses. Whereas
the etheric body has a natural tendency towards
unity and wholeness, the astral body is the princi-
ple of differentiation and specialization. Steiner
sometimes compares the relation between these
two “bodies” as that between the convex and the
concave: the etheric body has the task of harmo-
nizing and unifying the body, whereas the astral
body carves out inner spaces, providing room for
interiority. The I is Steiner’s equivalent of the Aris-
totelian intellective soul. It is the eternal, imperish-
able Self that reincarnates in a new physical body
and is the bearer of karma. It is not just our spirit-
ual core which is added to the other “bodies”, but
in a quite Aristotelian fashion also functions as an
entelechy, unifying, organizing and harmonizing
our physiology, and giving our lives purpose and
direction. In this connection Steiner speaks of the
“I-organization”, referring to the relation of the I
to the several “bodies”, as distinct from the I taken
as an entity in itself. For instance, with respect to
the physical body the I’s activity can be seen in two
typically human activities, namely speech and erect
movement. In the case of the etheric body, the
strength of the I and its grasp of the etheric body
can be gathered from the way a child grows: har-
monious growth is evidence for a strong grasp by
the I, whereas irregular growth points to a weak
one. The I can also pacify and harmonize the astral
body, creating emotional stability and a sense of
direction and purpose. From these examples it
becomes clear that Steiner’s I combines Schopen-
hauer’s and Nietzsche’s unconscious will and the
Cartesian cogito. Clear and distinct awareness of
the self is but one of the many functions exerted by
the 1, albeit a crucial one.

The human soul, according to Steiner, consists
of several further subdivisions, the sentient soul
(Empfindungsseele), the intellectual soul (Verstan-
desseele) and the spiritual soul (Bewusstseinsseele).
These souls are the products of the I’s transforma-
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tion of, respectively, the astral body, the etheric
body and the physical body. The sentient soul is the
first stage of sentient and emotional life, in which
the soul is completely absorbed by outer impres-
sions and inner sentiments. The intellectual soul
exhibits the first vestiges of thought activity by
which we can turn outer impressions into clear per-
ceptions and concepts, and can bring structure to
our inner life. Thus, we create room for emotions
such as sympathy, which go beyond the mere ego-
istic sense of self-preservation. This is why Steiner
also refers to this soul as the sensitive-emotive soul
(Verstands-Gemiitsseele). The intellectual soul still
has a sense of immediately belonging to the exter-
nal world, without experiencing any ruptures. The
spiritual soul, by contrast, emancipates itself from
the external world. In this case, the I turns to sense
perception coming from the physical body, experi-
encing a kind of alienation that can be remedied
only by finding its spiritual core within itself. The
spiritual soul, in other words, develops a high sense
of self-consciousness that not only stands in oppo-
sition to the external world but also individualizes
itself with respect to fellow human beings, loosen-
ing the collective ties of family, nation, religious
community etc. Through self-consciousness, the
spiritual soul is also able to take a more objective
and less emotional stance towards external events,
determining our actions by objective judgments
rather than by sympathy and antipathy. In Steiner’s
view not only each human life but, as will become
clear below, human culture as a whole as well, pass
through these different stages.

Next to these three souls that present human
beings have developed, Steiner also mentions three
soul organs that will be cultivated in a distant
future, but on which we can already partially work
in our present stage of evolution, by means of spir-
itual exercises and moral conduct. Using theosoph-
ical vocabulary, Steiner calls these souls Manas
or Spirit self (Geistselbst), Budhi or Life spirit
(Lebensgeist) and Atman or Spirit man (Geistes-
mensch), which represent, respectively, the full
transformation by the I of the astral body, the
etheric body and the physical body. Steiner devoted
special attention to the Spirit self, which can help us
overcome the potential materialism and anti-social
tendencies of the spiritual soul.

Next to his four-fold physiology, Steiner pro-
pounded a tripartition of soul activities, which
also have an organic basis. Steiner divided the
human organism into the region of the head or
nervous-sense system (seat of the activity of
thought), the heart-lung region or rhythmic system
(seat of the activity of feeling) and the metabolic
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system (seat of the activity of will). This partition
also has a macrocosmic counterpart, consisting in
the three persons of the Trinity: Father (will), Son
(feeling) and Holy Spirit (thought).This brings us
to Steiner’s Christology.

2. CHRISTOLOGY

Steiner vehemently campaigned against Adolf
Harnack, David Friedrich Strauss and other repre-
sentatives of contemporary Protestant Leben Jesu
Forschung for robbing Jesus Christ of his divine
status and reducing him to a mere prophet. For
Steiner, Jesus Christ was essentially the divine
Logos incarnate. Christ is the spirit of the sun who
descended to the earth in order to redeem not only
mankind but the earth in general. According to
Steiner, mankind has fallen prey to the forces of
evil, that have made him mortal and have thrown
his diverse “bodies” into decadence. In order to re-
vitalize humankind, Christ had to taste death him-
self and bring the ultimate sacrifice, thus becoming
the “inner sun” or spirit of the earth and restoring
its sense and purpose. According to Steiner,
through the blood of Christ after the Crucifixion
the whole earth began to shine. Though Steiner’s
emphasis on Jesus Christ’s divine character could
be called Gnostic [ Gnosticism], he avoided
docetism by affirming that Jesus Christ had really
died in human shape and had risen from the dead.
Nevertheless, he made a distinction between the
human person Jesus, and Christ as the divine
Logos. In fact, according to Steiner we can only
legitimately speak of Jesus Christ from the Baptism
in the Jordan onwards, which he sees as the
moment in which Christ truly descended into Jesus
and became man. Jesus’ corporeal nature was a
vessel which had been prepared over thousands of
years. In an attempt to square the gospel according
to Luke with the gospel according to Matthew,
Steiner speaks of two children with the name Jesus
and two pairs of parents called Joseph and Mary.
He refers to the child of the gospel according to
Luke as the Nathanic Jesus, after one of the sons of
David, in whose bloodline he stood. He describes
this child as Adam-Kadmon, the human nature
that had not gone through the Fall; his very being
was therefore complete innocence, which was only
reinforced by the fact that Buddha had reunited
himself with its astral body. On the other hand, the
Solomonic Jesus — named after David’s other son —
had inherited the T of Zarathustra [~ Zoroaster].
When these children were twelve, the I of this sec-
ond child merged with the other bodies of the first
child, an event which according to Steiner is evi-
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denced by the biblical story of Jesus teaching in the
temple. The fact that his parents did not recognize
him is explained by Steiner in the sense that the
innocent child all of a sudden had turned into one
of the wisest persons on earth. At birth, the first
child was venerated by the shepherds who received
Buddha’s message of peace, while the second child
was venerated by the three Magi, former pupils of
Zarathustra who recognized their Master, offering
him the results of his teachings: gold (transformed
thought), incense (transformed feeling) and myrrh
(transformed will). In this sense, Jesus reunited
the two currents of shepherds or priests (descen-
dants of Abel) and that of the kings (descendants of
Cain).

Christ’s task is to help man overcome evil, which
according to Steiner has the two-fold character of
Lucifer and Ahriman (after the Persian Ahura-
Mazdao). Lucifer stands for the forces that try to
lift man from the earth by accelerating normal
development. He works through the powers of
phantasy, — imagination, enthusiasm and sympa-
thy. Lucifer is the devil who was responsible for the
Fall, bringing us not only death and egoism, but
also a sense of the self and of liberty, the possibility
of taking decisions without the consent of God.
Ahriman, by contrast, stands for the forces that fet-
ter man to the earth by retarding normal develop-
ment. Ahriman works through the powers of cold,
materialist intellect, the will for power and domi-
nation, and antipathy. Whereas Lucifer tries to
change men into bird-like, pseudo-angelic entities
without any real connection to and concern for the
earth, Ahriman attempts to change the earth into a
machine, killing all vegetal, animal and individual
human life. In a quite manichaeistic manner [~
Manichaeism], Steiner describes Christ’s task as
consisting not in eradicating this two-fold evil, but
in transforming and redeeming it. Christ is the
world-I that can find the balance and harmony
between these two powers, using them for a good
purpose. Steiner expressed this character in a huge
wooden statue, the Representative of Mankind
(Menschbheitsreprdisentant), meant for the first
Goetheanum and still on display in the present
Goetheanum in Dornach, Switzerland. Christ there
holds a middle position between the Luciferic and
Ahrimanic forces. This explains why in some con-
texts, Steiner gives a very positive account of
Lucifer as the light-bringer who has brought us
knowledge and science, who presided over all pre-
Christian initiation, the guide of the soul through
the planetary spheres after death etc. Thanks to
Lucifer man has become free, but thanks to Christ
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he can use this freedom in order to voluntarily do
good, transcending the egoism that forms the
shadow side of Lucifer’s gift of freedom.

In this context, Steiner also developed his version
of the distinction between higher and lower Self or
“I”. The lower self is the product of Lucifer, who is
responsible for the ego-centred, daily conscious-
ness that is tied to our blood. Christ inhabits our
higher I; He is the universal I that purifies the ego-
istic forces of the blood and reunites humankind
as a whole. Nevertheless, Christ is above all our
example to emulate. With his help we humans can
transform the earth into a “cosmos of love”, restor-
ing the gross, material earth to its original spiritu-
ality, freed of all gravity, decay and opaqueness.
Thus we can create the new Heavenly Jerusalem of
the Apocalypse. In this sense, Steiner was close to
the Pelagianism of early modern spiritual — al-
chemy and to — Rosicrucianism.

Not unlike = Jacob Boehme, Steiner stressed the
different characters and tasks of the three Persons
of the Trinity, that not only pervades the natural
world and human physiology (thought being con-
nected to the Sprit, feeling to Christ, will to the
Father) but is also reflected in the Celestial Hierar-
chies Steiner adopted from — Pseudo-Dionysius
Areopagita. The first Hierarchy (Seraphim, Cheru-
bim and Thrones) reflects the Father, the second
(Dunameis, Kyriotetes, Exousiai) the Son, and the
third (Angels, Archangels and Archai) the Holy
Spirit. Steiner devoted special attention to the third
Hierarchy, the “Hierarchies of personality” which
stand closest to the human spirit. The Angels guide
the individual person in accordance with his per-
sonal destiny, the Archangels are the leaders of
nations and historical periods, while the Archai
direct humankind as a whole. Among the Arch-
angels, Michael occupies a central place. Steiner
calls anthroposophy “Michaelic”, referring to
Michael’s apocalyptic battle with the dragon.
According to Steiner, St. Michael is the keeper of
cosmic intelligence, which is formed by the diverse
mutual relations between the planets, stars and
Hierarchies. In order for us to become free, this
cosmic intelligence has been bequeathed to man,
who from the Greek period onwards has been able
to develop human science and wisdom. Ahriman,
the dragon that has been chased out of the heavens
by Michael, tries to seduce us to use this intelli-
gence for his own materialist, anti-human purposes.
In answer, Michael challenges us to transform ter-
restrial intelligence into a new cosmic, Christian-
ized intelligence that employs the powers of clear
thinking in order to build a more just and harmo-
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nized world. He does not do so by direct inspira-
tion but by appealing to our I that has to find an
independent spiritual and moral path. Michael is
the archangel guiding the present epoch, that
according to Steiner started in 1879, the end of the
so-called Kali Yuga or dark period, in which
human kind could only with great difficulty gain
access to the spiritual world.

3. PLANETARY EvOLUTION

Steiner obviously had a very essentialist view of
history, which, according to him, not only has well-
defined periods, but also a clear sense and purpose.
In fact, human physiology developed over eons in
which the earth and our planetary system as a
whole went through several phases, which Steiner
calls Saturn-phase, Sun-phase, Moon-phase, the
present Earth-phase and the future Jupiter-, Venus-
and Vulcan-phases. Not only these names but also
the description of the earth’s planetary evolution
itself have much in common with previous theo-
sophical literature, especially the writings of —
Mme Blavatsky. Steiner’s description of the first
three epochs of the earth phase owe a lot to theos-
ophy as well. According to Steiner, Saturn, Sun and
Moon are recapitulated during the respective
phases of that he calls the Polarian, Hyperborean,
Lemurian and Atlantean epoch. Steiner situates the
biblical story of the Fall in the Lemurian epoch, in
which Lucifer seduces the ancestors of man into
using their I for their own, selfish purposes. They
were thus able to cause enormous fires in their envi-
ronment, which ultimately destroyed the mythical
continent of Lemuria. Only a very small group was
able to escape to the continent of Atlantis, where
they became the ancestors of the fourth “root-
race” of humankind, as Steiner refers to it, using
theosophical vocabulary. Atlantis had planetary
Oracles, places of initiation where a few chosen
ones were taught about the evolution of the Cos-
mos and the importance of Christ therein. How-
ever, a few initiates became corrupt through the
influence of Ahriman. They used their “mystery
knowledge” in order to exploit and abuse the
forces of nature for their own pleasure, which ulti-
mately led to another gigantic backlash: according
to Steiner the biblical story of the Flood is a leg-
endary account of what really happened to
Atlantis around the toth millennium BC. Again, a
small group of initiates were saved from the flood.
Under the leadership of Manu, the great sun-hiero-
phant, they founded the culture of the present sth,
post-Atlantean epoch of the earth phase. This
epoch itself is again subdivided into several so-called
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“culture-epochs”, namely the ancient Indian cul-
ture-epoch, the ancient Persian epoch, the ancient
Egyptian epoch, the Greco-Roman epoch and the
present spiritual soul epoch that started in the mid-
dle of the 15th century. Steiner situates the ancient
Indian epoch before the origins of Vedanta philos-
ophy, which is but a shadow of the wisdom of the
Rishi’s (the Indian masters described in theosoph-
ical literature). The Persian epoch is also situated
well before the documented history of Zoro-
astrianism, which again is a reflection of the origi-
nal wisdom of this period, in which man became
more attached to the earth, inventing agriculture
and founding cities. The Egyptian epoch is de-
scribed by Steiner as the period in which the sen-
tient soul was developed, for Egyptian culture was
guided by its founding myths, spiritual images that
pervaded daily life, and especially the sphere of life,
death and the life after death. By contrast, the
Greco-Roman epoch found its way out of the
images of mythology into the clear thoughts of phi-
losophy, marking the beginning of the epoch of the
intellectual soul. Our present epoch, that of the
spiritual soul, is determined above all by the devel-
opment of natural science, by means of which we
have been able to conquer and command nature,
thereby alienating ourselves from the spiritual
world. It is also the period in which old social,
national and religious structures crumble, creating
a void that has to be filled by the human I that acts
in accordance with Christ.

The Death and Resurrection of Christ in the
Greco-Roman culture epoch is thus the “mid-
point” of planetary evolution, providing a remedy
for the decay that had set in through Luciferic and
Ahrimanic influences. From that moment on,
humanity and earth in general have been able to
make a U-turn, finding a new way up towards the
New Jerusalem. Although this “U-shape” version
of evolution going from original purity through
decay and back again to a new form of purity is
common to many forms of esotericism and espe-
cially prominent in modern theosophy, the central
place accorded to the coming of Christ in the plan-
etary evolution makes anthroposophy different
from older theosophical accounts of planetary evo-
lution, with which Steiner otherwise has a lot in
common. In fact, apart from his esoteric perspec-
tive on the history of Persians, Egyptians, Greeks
etc., Steiner also outlined an esoteric history of
Christianity. Not unlike his theosophical predeces-
sors Steiner more or less included all the known
spiritual “Masters” in this history. For instance, he
speaks about a “Council” taking place in the 4th
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century, in which participated the great esoteric
leaders of the West: Manes, representing the I,
Zarathustra, representing the astral body, Buddha,
representing the etheric body, and Skythianos, rep-
resenting the physical body. These four Masters
mapped out the future development of Christianity
from the perspective of the old initiatiory knowl-
edge of the Egyptian and Greek mysteries, that had
prepared Christ’s coming. The basic question dur-
ing this meeting was how the ancient secret knowl-
edge could be saved and transformed in the light
of Christ’s redemptive act. These masters thus
founded “esoteric Christianity”, which according
to Steiner appeared on earth in the form of the grail
current (under the leadership of Percival) [> Grail
traditions in Western esotericism] and, subse-
quently, = Rosicrucianism under the leadership of
Christian Rosencreutz.

Steiner thus showed himself as obsessed with the
concept of evolution as all other members of the cul-
tural elite in the 19th and early 20th centuries. In
this connection he has often been accused of
implicit or even explicit racism. His evolutionary
logic, which is quite reminiscent of Hegel’s philoso-
phy of world history, implies that some “culture
epochs”, and also some races, are higher — closer to
the nucleus of contemporary world development —
than others. The vanguard of the present evolution-
ary epoch, for instance, is mainly to be found in
Middle Europe, other nations being seen as less rel-
evant or even as “decadent” survivals from earlier
periods. Steiner’s opponents point to a few very
unfortunate passages which, for instance, speak of
native Americans being decadent and more or less
“ready” for the mass murder committed by the
Europeans. Furthermore, Steiner speaks of the Jew-
ish people as having fulfilled its mission and facing
no other choice than either complete assimilation or
extinction. This is not the place to draw a final con-
clusion about Steiner’s alleged racism, but a full dis-
cussion should take into account some aditional
factors: his explicit rejection of social Darwinism,
his philosophy of freedom that speaks of the moral
person acting on the strength of individual moral
intuitions and breaking away from the collective
morality of nation and religion, and his emphasis on
the notion that we live in the epoch of the spiritual
soul, in which the human I - which is common to all
humankind — more and more comes to dominate
the forces of race and religion that divide human
beings. Moreover, Steiner actively combated anti-
semitism in his Berlin years and opened the newly
founded Anthroposophical Society in 1923/24 for
everyone, regardless of sex, race or religion.
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4. REINCARNATION AND KARMA

In order for us to be able to experience planetary
evolution and, above all, to further it, Steiner
thought we need more than one life, in other words,
we need to reincarnate. The theme of — reincarna-
tion and karma is a central ingredient of Steiner’s
teachings, and underwent a fair degree of meta-
morphosis over the years. In fact, the last great lec-
ture series before his death was devoted to yet
another revision of his original conceptions. Karma,
the law of cause and effects that connects our pres-
ent life with previous ones is formed in the life
between death and the new incarnation, to which
Steiner devoted a lot of attention. His descriptions
of the path of the soul through the diverse regions
of the spiritual world has similarities with theoso-
phical doctrines and pre-modern Western sources
such as Macrobius and other Platonists. Again,
however, Steiner’s doctrine stands out not only for
its highly systematic character but also for its
attempt to integrate ideas about reincarnation and
Karma within a Christian framework.

After death, the first body that we lose is the
etheric one, which contains the memories of the
past life. During the first three days after death,
while this body is shed off, the soul re-experiences
all the events of the past life in reverse other. Next,
the soul enters the world to which Steiner refers by
the theosophical term Kamaloka. Here, it is the
astral body that is purged from its experiences in
the past life. The Kamaloka confronts us with
everything we have done out of egoism; it is the
sphere of guilt, spite and retribution, showing us all
the emotional and other damage we have caused in
other people’s souls. However, this almost Old Tes-
tament notion of tit for tat (in fact, Steiner says that
the soul experiences — Moses as a kind of
Guardian of this region) has been substantially
transformed by Christ’s Resurrection. The more we
have lived our life with Christian love, the shorter
this period will be. Moreover, Christ does not so
much punish us four our failures as that he looks at
them from the perspective of moral improvement.

Then, the I enters the lower and subsequently the
higher Devachan — yet another theosophical term.
The lower Devachan is basically the Platonic world
of Archetypes, whereas the higher Devachan con-
tains the cosmic intentions or thoughts behind
these Archetypes. The higher Devachan stretches
out over the Zodiac. Here we experience the “Sun
at Midnight”, the point between the upward move-
ment after death and the downward movement
towards a new incarnation. In this region Karma is
formed in conjunction with the Celestial Hierar-
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chies. Having worked through all of its past in the
way up to the Sun at Midnight the I now goes back
through the planetary spheres, forming its new
bodies that contain the karmic consequences of the
past life. In this connection, Steiner speaks about a
three-fold karma: the karma of events that is linked
with the physical body, the natural karma linked
with the etheric body, and the karma of sympathy
and antipathy linked with the astral body. The nat-
ural karma encompasses everything that has to do
with health and disease, but also with the specific
family or nation one has chosen to be born into
etc.; sympathy and antipathy refer to our profes-
sional and other interests or affinities; whereas the
karma of events refer to crucial experiences that
shape or change our lives. In this context, Steiner
does not tire of stressing that everything that hap-
pens to us has sense or purpose. Steiner essentially
depicted a symbolic cosmos in which the Hierar-
chies continuously emit signs that gives us guidance
for our actions, provided of course that we are able
to read these signs. For instance, anthroposophists
are supposed not to curse a train that gets broken
on one’s way to a highly important job interview,
but to see it as a wake-up call by the Hierarchies,
suggesting reflection on the question whether this
particular job is really what one should be doing in
life. This example also makes clear that karma
according to Steiner is not just a matter of Leibniz-
ian pre-established harmony, concocted in heaven,
but is also the outcome of direct intervention by the
Hierarchies in our daily lives.

Steiner urged anthroposophists to look for cer-
tain red threads running through a person’s bio-
graphy (including our own), with respect to the
various forms of karma that in a next step can be
explained in terms of karmic laws. For instance, in
regard to natural karma, a certain susceptibility to
smallpox is the result of one’s past life’s tendency to
act without love or real interest. Actually, most of
the many karmic laws that Steiner describes stretch
out over various lives. Nevertheless, Steiner had
anything but a deterministic or pessimistic outlook
on karma. Again, the crucial fact here is the pres-
ence of Christ, whom Steiner calls “Lord of the
Karma”. Thanks to Christ, karma is no longer a
deterministic cycle, from which we can only strive
to escape as soon as possible. Karma and reincar-
nation are seen in the light of moral and spiritual
perfectibility. Humans reincarnate in order to work
on their own purification and especially on that of
the earth. Christ thus transforms the karmic laws
from laws of retribution for past sins, into possibil-
ities for moral improvement. For instance, one may
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be confronted with a strong antipathy or open
enmity by a certain person, which is the result of a
negative act one has oneself committed against this
person in a previous life. By trying not to respond
by giving in to antipathy, fear or other negative
emotions, but rather, by using the I to find common
ground, one makes up for past sins. In this connec-
tion, Steiner also speaks of old or “moon”-karma
and “new” or sun-karma. Thanks to Christ’s pres-
ence in our I we can take the initiative to step
beyond old karmic laws, creating a new and more
positive karma that also extends to persons one has
never met in previous lives.

Steiner tried to harmonize the doctrine of rein-
carnation and karma with the traditional theologi-
cal doctrines concerning God’s Grace and the
forgiveness of sins. What Christ forgives or reme-
dies is the objective consequences of our immoral
acts: by committing sin, we not only hurt fellow
human beings but also the spiritual sphere of the
earth. Christ ensures that we are confronted with
the subjective karmic consequences of our actions,
in view of improvement, thereby preventing us
from facing the objective effects that we would
never be able to manage.

s. THE SPIRITUAL PATH

According to Steiner himself, all the doctrines
discussed so far are the outcome of independent
spiritual research, based on his innate clairvoyant
capacities. In fact, Steiner emphasizes that he has
found e.g. all the information concerning the dual
biography of Jesus in the Akasha-Chronicle, the
earth’s planetary record in the spiritual world.
Although Steiner taught all these doctrines to his
followers, he certainly did not think that spiritual
knowledge was confined to a few initiates or Mas-
ters. Quite on the contrary, scholars have described
Steiner’s esoteric doctrine as a “democratization”
of spiritual experience as compared to older theos-
ophy, even paving the way in this particular respect
for the do-it-yourself-spirituality of the > New Age
Movement. In many places in his work, Steiner
gave indications for a systematic personal spiritual
path that would lead to knowledge of the higher
worlds. He gave particular meditations or mantras
(especially in the form of the meditations intended
for the First Class of his School of Spiritual Science)
that could be used in order to develop the higher
spiritual organs: imagination, inspiration and intu-
ition. Imagination stands for a transmuted thought
process, the so-called “vivid thinking” (lebendiges
Denken) that transforms abstract thinking into
dynamic spiritual images. Inspiration arises when
we erase all imaginative elements and start “hear-
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ing” spiritually the spiritual forces that stand
behind these images. It consists in a spiritualized
process of feeling. Intuition, finally, leads to direct
knowledge of spiritual entities and is brought
about by a transformation of the will.

However, it is quite typical for Steiner that his
concrete indications concerning the development
of higher knowledge are outweighed by his consis-
tent stress on the conditions for obtaining this
knowledge. In works such as Theosophy, Steiner
gives a whole series of so-called “side-exercises”
(Nebeniibungen) that are all geared to stimulating
emotional and moral stability. Steiner never tired of
emphasizing that meditation should not lead us
away from our daily life, but is meant to give more
depth to daily life itself. The basis of any medita-
tional practice is our faculty of objective thinking,
which prevents us from drifting off into a mystical
fog of vague spiritual feelings. In his anthropo-
sophical, post-philosophical career, Steiner stated
that his own Philosophy of Freedom could and
even should be used as a meditational text. He
claimed that by developing imaginative, spiritual
thought or lebendiges Denken, one should be able
to gain independent confirmation of all the doc-
trines he had revealed to his followers.

Steiner thus had the same ambiguous attitude
towards modern science as many other occultists of
the 19th and early 20th century. On the one hand,
science was viewed as a materialist threat to true
humanity. On the other hand, there is the claim
that anthroposophy is a spiritual science (Geis-
teswissenschaft), meeting scientific standards of
objectivity, lack of prejudice etc. Nevertheless,
there is an inherent tension within anthroposophy
between Steiner’s demand that one develop one’s
own spiritual capacities and conduct independent
spiritual scientific research, on the one hand, and
the need to come to terms with his revelations con-
tained in the ca. 400 volumes of his Gesamtaus-
gabe, on the other hand. Steiner frequently warned
his followers that his texts should not be venerated
as revelations, but should be used as heuristic tools
in dealing with everyday experience. His occult
physiology for instance, should be employed in cat-
egorizing empirical observation of a person’s pos-
ture, way of walking etc.

6. THE ANTHROPOSOPHICAL

MOVEMENT

The present Anthroposophical Society was
founded under the Presidency of Steiner at the so-
called Christmas Conference (Weibnachtstagung)
of 1923/1924, as the successor of the earlier Soci-
ety which Steiner did not lead himself (see —
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Steiner). This Conference is still very important to
contemporary anthroposophists, as Steiner not
only laid the factual foundation of the Society but
also the spiritual one; he did this in the form of the
so-called Foundation Stone Meditation (Grund-
steinspruch), which links tripartite man with the
macrocosmos of the Hierarchies and the Trinity,
and contains Steiner’s version of the Rosicrucian
Motto Ex Deo nascimur, in Christo morimur, ex
Spiritu Sancto reviviscimus (we are born from God,
we die in Christ and we are resurrected in the Holy
Spirit). After Steiner’s death in 1925, the Society
soon became the scene of tremendous personal
conflicts and disputes about the Society’s future
course. Moroever, very early on the Society was
forbidden by the Nazis. Nevertheless, it survived
all of this, resolved past conflicts, and witnessed a
new period of growth in the 1970s and 198o0s,
especially thanks to the practical applications of
anthroposophy such as Waldorf Schools, bio-
dynamic farming, anthroposophical medicine, cur-
ative pedagogy (for the mentally handicapped) and
various kinds of social initiatives, such as shops,
enterprises and “green” and social banks. In this
sense, what anthroposophists refer to as the
Anthroposophical Movement is much wider than
the membership of the Anthroposophical Society.
Especially since the break with the Theosophical
Society in 1913, anthroposophy and the later
Anthroposophical Society have had a strongly —
though not exclusively — Middle European, Ger-
man-speaking character. In recent years, the
Anthroposophical Society and Movement have
had a wider international expansion, with more
room for English-language conferences at the Soci-
ety’s headquarters in Dornach, Switzerland, official
publications in English and a stronger presence in
North- and South America and Asia. For more
information on the Anthroposophical society, one
may consult www.goetheanum.ch.
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Archontics

The Archontics were adherents of a Christian
Gnostic sect [ Gnosticism] of the 4th century,
named after the archons, the rulers of the seven
heavens, who played an important role in their sys-
tem. The sect is only known through the refutation
by its staunch opponent from the beginning,
bishop Epiphanius of Salamis (Panarion, 40, to
which the references below refer), from whom all
information in later authors derives. Since it is not
likely that these Gnostics called themselves after
the evil planetary rulers they abhorred, their name
may have been invented by Epiphanius himself,
because of the great variety of names they used for
the archons (40, 8, 7).

The founder of the sect was a certain Peter, a for-
mer Palestinian priest, who had been excommuni-
cated because of his heterodox views, then lived for
a long time in Arabia, and finally returned to Pales-
tine where he, unrecognized, lived the life of a her-
mit. Epiphanius, however, who was head of a
monastery in Eleutheropolis (ca. 33 5-ca. 365), dis-
covered Peter’s true identity from his secret teach-
ings and expelled him from the church. But Peter
remained in his cave and attracted many people.
One of them was a certain Eutaktos from Armenia
Minor (eastern Turkey). On his way home from a
pilgrimage to Egypt he visited Peter and was con-
verted to his Gnostic views, which happened to the
end of Constantius’ reign (1 361). Back in Arme-
nia, he succeeded in winning over many Armeni-
ans, especially rich dignitaries, to his heretical ideas
(40, 1-8).

The Archontics made use of many books, of
which they themselves had compiled two, the
Lesser Harmony and the Greater Harmony. The
former may have been no more than an abstract
from the latter, since in 40, 2, 3 Epiphanius simply
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speaks of ‘the book entitled Harmony’. They also
used books that already circulated in heterodox
circles, for instance the apocryphal Ascension of
Isaiah and a work called Strangers (Allogeneis)
(40, 2, 1-2). The latter certainly belonged to a spe-
cial kind of literature of which they also had other
specimens in their possession: works written in the
name of Seth, or of Seth and his seven sons, who
were called ‘strangers’ (allogeneis) (40, 7, 4). This
is strongly reminiscent of the book Allogenes
(“Stranger”) which was used by Plotinus’ Gnostics
(Porphyry, Life of Plotinus, 16) and recovered in
Cod. XI, 3 of the Nag Hammadi Library. The
Archontics also held two prophets in high esteem,
Martiades and Marsianos, who had been caught
up into the heavens and had come down after three
days. The name Marsianos may be no more than a
variant of the name Marsanes, known, inter alia,
from the title of another Nag Hammadi writing,
Marsanes (Cod. X, 1). The books Allogenes and
Marsanes, together with the Three Steles of Seth
and Zostrianus (NHC VII, 5 and VIII, 1), form a
group of late Gnostic works which combined tra-
ditional elements of Sethian gnosticism with Neo-
platonic ideas [~ Neoplatonism], in particular
those of Iamblichus. The Gnostics behind these
books were no longer interested primarily in the
origin of the bad material world and the soul’s
deliverance from evil but in the soul’s experience of
the divine through a ritual for heavenly ascent.
There are strong indications that the Archontics
shared the same ideas and, therefore, were not an
independent Gnostic group but a special Pales-
tinian and Armenian brand of later Sethian Gnos-
ticism [~ Sethians]. Their mythology and their
interpretation of the first chapters of the Bible have
much in common with Sethian writings such as the
Apocryphon of Jobn (NHC 11, 1; 111, 15 IV, 15 BG
8502, 2) and, in particular, the Hypostasis of the
Archons (NHCIIL, 4). The Harmony explained that
there are seven heavens, each ruled by a special
archon and his band of angels. The soul has its ori-
gin in the eighth heaven, the abode of the high,
good God, called the Father of All, and the Mother
on high, also called the Luminous Mother, whence
it descended into this world (40, 2, 3 and 8). The
Archontics held that the soul is the indispensable
food of the planetary rulers and their retinue: they
cannot live without it since it comes from the
moisture on high and provides them with power
(40, 2, 7). The highest archon, Sabaoth, rules over
the seventh heaven and is said to be the father of the
devil (40, 5, 1). This feature of the myth might be
due, however, to a misunderstanding of Epipha-
nius. In the Hypostasis of the Archons (NHCIL, 95,
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13-26), Sabaoth is the son of the devil who rebelled
against his father and received authority over the
seventh heaven as a reward. Just as the Hypostasis,
the Archontics taught that Sabaoth was not as evil
as the devil but far below the goodness of the high-
est God. He is identified with the God of the Jews
and the non-Gnostic Christians (40, 3, 2).

Just as in the Apocryphon of John, the birth of
Cain and Abel is due to the sexual union of the
devil and Eve. In support of this view the Archon-
tics cited John 8:44. They taught that both broth-
ers desired their sister and that it was for that
reason that Cain slew Abel. Seth, however, was
born from the union of Adam and Eve, whereupon
the power and the ministers of the good God
caught him up lest he be killed too. After a long
time he was brought down again, i.e. he was rein-
carnated, in such a state that neither Sabaoth, nor
the authorities and principalities of the creator-god
could prevail over him. On the contrary, he ex-
posed their evil nature and solely recognized the
unnameable power and the good God on high (40,
7, 1-3). In this way, Seth, the “Stranger” par excel-
lence, became the Gnostic revealer and saviour.

The Archontics rejected the sacraments of the
church in general and baptism in particular, as
being instituted in the name of Sabaoth (40, 2, 6).
They denied the resurrection of the flesh and only
taught a resurrection of the soul by means of its
heavenly ascent (40, 2, 5). If the soul has attained a
state of Gnosis and has separated itself from the
baptism of the church and the lawgiver Sabaoth, it
is able to ascend to the eighth heaven of the Mother
on high and the Father of All. It passes unharmed
through the seven heavens, by virtue of its knowl-
edge of the necessary passwords or words of
defence to be said to the planetary rulers, a feature
well known from other Gnostic texts (40, 2, 8).
This was the core and kernel of the Archontics’
doctrine of salvation. Their negative view of the
material world led them to a docetic Christology,
i.e. the doctrine that Jesus had only a carnal body
in appearance (40, 8, 2). In accordance with their
depreciation of the body, many Archontics prac-
tised sexual abstinence. Epiphanius had to admit
this, but he immediately added that this was all
feigned in order to deceive the simpler folk; accord-
ing to him other Archontics ‘polluted their bodies
by licentiousness’ (40, 2, 4).

The Armenian Archontics may have had some
influence on the ideas of the Paulicians and other
heterodox groups in Armenia and the Balkans
and, through their intermediary, on those of the
medieval Bogomils [ Bogomilism] and the Cath-
ars [~ Catharism] (dualism, rejection of water-
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baptism, use of the Ascension of Isaiah, the ascent
of the soul to its heavenly origin, et al.).

K. Holl (ed.), Epiphanius II: Panarion haer. 34-64,
2nd. rev. ed. by J. Dummer, Berlin: Akademie-Verlag,
1980 ¢ Engl. trans. with notes in E Williams, The
Panarion of Epiphanius of Salamis, Book 1 (Sects 1-
46), Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1987; and B. Layton, The Gnos-
tic Scriptures: A New Translation with Annotations
and Introductions, Garden City, New York: Double
Day & Company, 1987, 191-198.

Lit.: H.-Ch. Puech, “Archontiker”, RACI(1950), 633-
643 ¢ M.E. Stone, “An Armenian Pilgrim to the Holy
Land in the Early Byzantine Era”, Revue des Etudes
Arméniennes 18 (1984), 173-178.
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Ariosophy

1. LANZ VON LIEBENFELS’S SYSTEM

2. THE OrRDO Novi TEMPLI 3. RUDOLF
JoHN GORSLEBEN 4. HERBERT REICHSTEIN
5. ARIOSOPHY AND THE THIRD REICH

A dualistic-gnostic racial religion which at-
tracted followers in Austria and Germany during
the first half of the 2oth century. The term “Arios-
ophy”, meaning esoteric wisdom of the Aryan race,
was first coined by — Jorg Lanz von Liebenfels in
19715. He earlier used the terms “theozoology” and
“Ario-Christianity” and founded the Ordo Novi
Templi (ONT) at Vienna in 1900 as a Christian
gnostic order to celebrate an Aryan cult of pure
race. — Guido von List, whose ideas on the occult
heritage of the Aryans supplied further inspiration
for Ariosophy, actually called his own doctrine
“Wotanism” or “Armanism”. During the 1920s
and 1930s Ariosophy embraced the expanded
ONT under the leadership of Lanz von Liebenfels,
and an associated group of writers who combined
theories of Aryan supremacy and racial purity with
— astrology, numerology [~ Number Symbolism],
kabbalism [~ Jewish Influences], graphology and
palmistry.

Ariosophy elaborated a gnostic form of Chris-
tianity based on the divinity of the Aryans, sup-
ported by r9th-century anthropology, zoology and
archaeology. Its doctrine also embraced ideas taken
from the Theosophy of - Helena Petrovna Blavat-
sky. Ariosophy described a golden age (both pre-
historic and medieval), when religious orders had
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governed racially pure Aryan societies on the basis
of a racial gnosis. The Ariosophists claimed that an
evil conspiracy of anti-Aryan agents (variously
identified as inferior non-Aryan races of bestial
origin, the Jews, or even the Church) had sought to
undermine and ruin this pristine Aryan race by
emancipating the non-German inferiors in the
name of a spurious egalitarianism. The resulting
racial confusion gave birth to the modern world
with its wars, economic conflict, political uncer-
tainty and the frustration of German world-power.
The Ariosophists cultivated the esoteric knowledge
and racial virtue of the ancient Aryans, in order to
oppose the modern world and so prepare the way
for a new pan-Aryan world order.

1. LANZ VON LIEBENFELS’S SYSTEM

The doctrine of Ariosophy was first formulated
by Jorg Lanz von Liebenfels, who entered the Cis-
tercian novitiate as Frater Georg at Heilgenkreuz
Abbey near Vienna in 1893. Here Lanz made good
progress, taking his solemn vows in 1897 and
assuming teaching duties in the seminary in 1898.
However, Lanz harboured heretical ideas concern-
ing the literally bestial nature of sin, an idea sug-
gested to him by a tombstone relief showing a
knight treading on a strange animal. Convinced
that Christianity had betrayed its original racial
doctrines, he left the order in 1899 and immersed
himself in contemporary anthropological studies
relating to the Aryan race, such as Carl Penka,
Origines Ariacae (1883), Matthius Much, Die
Heimat der Indogermanen (1902), and Ludwig
Wilser, Die Germanen (1904).

In 1903 Lanz published a long article ‘Anthro-
pozoon biblicum’ in a periodical for biblical re-
search. From his analysis of mystery cults described
by Herodotus, Euhemerus, Plutarch, Strabo and
Pliny, Lanz concluded that the ancient civilisations
had practised an orgiastic cult involving sexual
intercourse with small beasts or pygmies. Reliefs
excavated at Nimrud in 1848 by the British orien-
talist Sir Austen Henry Layard showed such beasts
(pagatu, baziati, udumi) being sent as tribute to the
Assyrians. According to Lanz, the writings of the
ancients, the findings of modern archaeology, and
substantial sections of the Old Testament corrobo-
rated this terrible practice of miscegenation. He
articulated a theology in which the Fall denoted the
racial compromise of the divine Aryans due to
wicked interbreeding with lower animal species,
deriving from an earlier primitive branch of animal
evolution. These persistent sins, institutionalized as
satanic cults, led to the creation of several mixed
races, which threatened the sacred and legitimate
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authority of the Aryans throughout the world,
especially in Germany, where the Aryans were still
most numerous. In 1905 Lanz published his funda-
mental statement of gnostic doctrine as Theozoo-
logie oder die Kunde von den Sodoms-Afflingen
und dem Gotterelektron, which again combined
traditional Judaeo-Christian sources with the new
life-sciences: hence theo-zoology. The first section
of the book presented the evil realm by examining
the origin and nature of the pygmies. The first
pygmy, called Adam, spawned a race of beast-men
(Anthropozoa), which gave rise to the various
species of apes in the world. Quite distinct in origin
were the earlier and superior god-men (Theozoa).
Following Euhemerus and Saxo Grammaticus,
Lanz believed that these superior forms of life were
gods. Impressed by current scientific discoveries in
electronics and radiology, Lanz saw electricity as a
form of divine revelation and inspiration and at-
tributed to Theozoa extraordinary sensory organs
for the reception and transmission of electrical sig-
nals. These organs bestowed powers of telepathy
and omniscience upon the Theozoa. True religion
in Lanz’s view consisted in endogamous cults of
racial purity in order to maintain these divine pow-
ers and to counter the temptations of lecherous acts
with the bestial apelings, pygmies and their cross-
breeds.

Lanz’s exegesis of the Old Testament led him to
conclude that Jehovah, the God of Israel, was just
such a prehistoric electrical being, who regularly
manifested as a cloud, fire and lightning. The elec-
trical nature of the Ark of the Covenant was evi-
dent, while ‘God has both properties of electrical
rays, he enlivens and he kills, he heals and he makes
ill’ (Theozoologie, p. 97). By contrast, the heathen
deities of Israel were all throwbacks to the evil cults
of bestiality. Moving on to the New Testament,
Lanz also identified Christ as an electrical being,
who came to redeem a fallen mankind from bestial
miscegenation through a revival of the gnostic
racial religion. According to Lanz, Christ was one
of the last god-men but not God. Christ’s miracles
and magical powers and the transfiguration con-
firmed his electronic nature. Lanz substantiated
this view with quotations from the apocryphal Acts
of John and the Gnostic Pistis Sophia. Lanz inter-
preted the Crucifixion as the attempted rape of
Christ by pygmies urged on by adherents of the bes-
tial cults devoted to interbreeding.

In place of the originally distinct species of Theo-
zoa and apes, there had developed several mixed
races, of which the Aryans were the least corrupt.
The marvellous electrical organs of the Theozoa
had atrophied into the supposedly superfluous
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pituitary and pineal glands in modern man owing
to miscegenation. Throughout all recorded history,
the apelings and pygmies had sought to destroy the
Aryans by dragging them down the evolutionary
ladder by means of their promiscuity. The history
of religion recorded a constant struggle between
the bestial and endogamous cults. Besides Lanz’s
citation of Gnostic sources, his racial religion also
betrays gnostic features. ‘[The gods] once walked
physically on earth. Today they live on in man. The
gods slumber in the racially degraded bodies of
men, but the day will come when they arise once
more’ (Theozoology, p. 91). The entrapment of the
divine electrical spark within racially inferior bod-
ies transposes gnostic ideas into the modern dis-
course of physical anthropology and eugenics.
Lanz claimed that a universal programme of segre-
gation and breeding could restore these divine
powers to the Aryans as the closest descendants of
the god-men.

Lanz’s radical interpretation of Scripture logi-
cally embraced the Judaeo-Christian notions of lin-
ear history, apocalypse and salvation. At the end
of this manichaean temporal scheme stood the
promise of final redemption. Lanz painted a grim
portrait of modernity characterised by racial con-
fusion, the decline of traditional elites, the emanci-
pation and promotion of inferiors, and the rule of
money. ‘Why do you seek a hell in the next world!
Is the hell in which we live and which burns inside
us [the stigma of corrupt blood] not dreadful
enough?’ (Theozoology, p. 133). These “messianic
woes” were the apocalyptic prelude to the millen-
nium, when the ascendancy of the inferior races
both in Europe and its colonial orbit would be
reversed. Lanz fulminated against the (false) Chris-
tian tradition of compassion and social welfare and
demanded that the state deal ruthlessly with the
indigent. Women in particular were regarded as a
special problem as they were supposedly more
prone to the sexual attraction of racial inferiors.
Socialism, democracy and feminism were the
downfall of a racially pure world.

Lanz’s millennium was a pan-German world-
empire ruled by the aristocracy. As the original
Aryan homeland, Germany had always been the
nation of kings and heroes, while its Latin, Slav and
Byzantine neighbours had fostered racial degener-
ation. Lanz claimed that traces of the holy elec-
tronic power still prevailed in the old princely
dynasties of Germany. Provided their pedigree
remained thoroughly noble, these aristocratic fam-
ilies were the closest living descendants of the for-
mer god-men. The princes had always cultivated
genius, innovation and art at their castles and
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courts. In the modern age the racial inferiors con-
stantly sought to compromise this progress by
intermarriage and demands for a share in power.
Lanz prophesied a millennium of aristocratic rule,
underpinned by an aggressive programme of Ger-
man imperialism to reconquer the world and van-
quish the racial inferiors.

Lanz’s religious ideas were strongly influenced by
the political circumstances of Habsburg Austria at
the turn of the century. Representative government
had been introduced in 1867 under constitutional
changes whereby the emperor shared power with a
bicameral legislature, elected by a restricted fran-
chise under which about 6% of the population
voted. The franchise was widened in 1897 and uni-
versal male suffrage was introduced in 1907. The
advance of representative democracy challenged
traditional German dominance in the multina-
tional empire of Germans, Czechs, Poles, Ukraini-
ans and Slovenes. Lanz’s hostility towards other
races, his condemnation of democracy and call for
the subjection of all nationalities in the empire to
German aristocratic rule indicate his profound
reaction to the political developments of his time.
His political concerns were evident in his own jour-
nal Ostara (named after the pagan Germanic god-
dess of spring), which he began publishing in 1905.
Ostara, subtitled “Library for Blonds and Fighters
for Men’s Rights”, initially addressed the political
and economic problems of the Habsburg empire
from a racial and pan-German perspective. From
1908 until 1918 Lanz wrote seventy-one issues
himself. Their stock themes were racial somatol-
ogy, anti-feminism, anti-parliamentarianism, and
the spiritual differences between the blond (higher)
and dark (lower) races in sexual behaviour, art,
philosophy, commerce, politics and warfare. The
First World War was documented as an eschato-
logical struggle between the blonds and the darks.

Theosophy was a further ingredient of Lanz’s
early doctrine. One of Lanz’s contributors was
the Theosophist, Harald Grivell van Jostenoode
(1856-1932), who wrote two Ostara issues outlin-
ing a pan-German empire and a programme for the
restoration of Aryan authority in the world. Lanz
also made direct use of Theosophy in his Bibel-
dokumente series (1907-1908). The second number
of the series, Die Theosophie und die assyrischen
“Menschentiere”, gave an selective exegesis of —
Helena Petrovna Blavatsky’s major text The Secret
Doctrine, newly translated into German between
1897 and 1901. He compared her occult anthro-
pogeny favourably with the findings of modern
palaeontology, incorporated the sunken continents
of Lemuria and Atlantis in his own view of prehis-
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tory, and recognised his pagatu, baziati, udumi of
Assyrian lore in her account of prehistoric mon-
sters. In Blavatsky’s eighth stanza of Dzyan, verses
30-32, the early Lemurians first developed into two
sexes but interbred with attractive, inferior females
to produce monsters and demons. Lanz validated
Blavatsky’s scheme of five root-races (to date), con-
cluding that the fourth root-race of Atlanteans had
divided into pure and bestial sub-species, corre-
sponding to the anthropoids and the anthropo-
morphic apes. The fatal sin of the former’s
descendants, the fifth root-race of the Aryans, had
been persistent interbreeding with the latter’s
descendants.

2. THE OrRpDO Novi TEMPLI

In 1900 Lanz founded the Ordo Novi Templi
(ONT) to propagate his ideas of “theozoology”
and “Ario-Christianity”. His decision to organise
his sect as a chivalrous male order in the Templar
tradition [~ Neo-Templar Traditions] drew on his
own monastic experience and the contemporary
vogue of the grail-knight figure in neo-romantic
music and literature (Richard Wagner, Erwin Kol-
benheyer, Friedrich Lienhard). The Templars were
closely associated with the Cistercian order. St
Bernard of Clairvaux, the Cistercian founder, had
composed the Templar rule in 1128 and later ad-
dressed a laudation to the knights for their martial
championship of Christianity in the Holy Land.
Lanz believed that the Templars represented a pan-
Aryan initiative to create a ‘Greater Germanic
order-state, which would encompass the entire
Mediterranean area and extend its influence deep
into the Middle East’. The trial and brutal suppres-
sion of the Templars in 1312 signified to Lanz the
triumph of the racial inferiors who were deter-
mined to undermine the racial cult. Armed with his
gnostic-racial interpretation of Scripture, suppos-
edly suppressed since the 14th century, Lanz
refounded the lapsed military order for a new racial
crusade.

The ONT combined Christian piety with mod-
ern notions of racial eugenics and pan-Aryanism in
a gnostic religion of redemption through pure
blood. In 1907 Lanz purchased Burg Werfenstein,
a small medieval castle on the River Danube near
Grein in Upper Austria, as the priory of the ONT,
and developed a liturgy and ceremonial. The order
rule described the ONT as a racial-religious asso-
ciation, which could be joined only by (male) per-
sons of predominantly pure blood, who were
blond-haired, blue-eyed and possessed of an “ario-
heroic” figure according to Aryan racial somatol-
ogy outlined in Ostara. Brothers were admitted to
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the ONT in a hierarchy of orders, according to
their degree of racial purity: Servers (SNT), persons
less than 50% racially pure, or persons under
twenty-four years who had not undergone a racial
test; Novices (NNT) included all members aged
over twenty-four years and being more than 50%
racially pure, who had not yet been tested for
advancement to the superior orders; these were
Masters (MONT) and Canons (CONT) who pos-
sessed respectively 50-75% and 75-100% degrees
of racial purity. The two highest orders of the hier-
archy were Presbyter (pONT) and Prior (PONT).
Any Master or Canon was eligible for promotion
to Presbyter once he had founded a new house for
the ONT. His rights included the saying of office
and celebration of mass, but excluded the reception
and investiture of brothers. A Presbyter whose
chapter exceeded five Masters or Canons was
eligible for installation as a Prior. Lanz devised
vestments and heraldic devices for each order of
the hierarchy, while brothers assumed an order-
name upon reception, e.g. Fra Asmund MONT ad
Werfenstein.

Order ceremonial was developed from 1908
onwards. Lanz composed devotional songs and
verse and had the Werfenstein priory decorated
with votive paintings of Hugo de Payns, founder
and first Grand Master of the Templars, St Bernard
embracing the suffering Christ, and images of the
apelings or pygmies. In 1915-1916 Lanz published
a New Templar breviary in two parts containing
“Ario-Christian” psalms and canticles written by
himself and other brothers. While based on tradi-
tional Christian texts, these texts reflected the dual-
ist gnostic-racial doctrine with supplications to
Christ-Frauja (a Gothic name for Jesus) for racial
salvation and the sacrifice and extermination of the
inferior races. Lanz also composed several ritual
books. The basic text was the Hebdomadarium,
which contained the three offices of matins, prime
and compline for each day of the week. Each office
had a space for readings relating to “Ario-Christ-
ian” doctrine from the Festivarium NT. This book
of festival readings comprised three volumes: the
Legendarium provided readings describing the his-
torical and cultural traditions of the racial religion
for matins on each day of the year. The materials
for its 1400 pages were drawn from orthodox
Christianity, modern science and the acts of the
New Templars. The other volumes, the Evangelar-
ium and the Visionarium, performed the same
function in the prime and compline offices. These
ritual books were supplemented by a hymnal (Can-
tuarium), a book of psalms, and an Imaginarium
NT of devotional pictures. ONT liturgy fused the
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forms and beliefs of Catholicism with the racial
gnosis.

The defeat of the Central Powers and the disinte-
gration of the Habsburg empire in November 1918
confirmed Lanz’s fears about the ascendancy of
racial inferiors over the Aryans. In his view, the
abdication of monarchs, revolutions, new national
states, and inflation signalled the destruction of his-
toric political entities and aristocratic elites, and
the demoralisation of the upper and middle classes
throughout Europe. Henceforth, anti-Semitism
and a belief in a “Jewish-Masonic-Bolshevik” con-
spiracy underpinned his “Ario-Christian” religion.
In the late 1920s he articulated a millenarianism
based on cosmic periods of approximately 730
years within the Platonic Year. In the period 480-
12710 society had been ruled by “spiritual-chival-
rous orders” (Benedictines, Cistercians, Templars
and Teutonic Knights). In the period 1210-1920
aristocratic rule was eclipsed by the rise of the
masses. The Turks and Jews weakened the Euro-
pean polity and the spread of towns, capitalism,
and the ideologies of nationalism and democracy
encouraged the ascendancy of racial inferiors and
the proletariat, culminating in Bolshevism and rev-
olution. Lanz foretold that the period 1920-2640
would see the revival of hierarchies, patricians, and
secret orders. He hailed the right-wing dictator-
ships of Spain, Italy and Hungary in the 1920s as
precursors of the global counter-revolution.

During the late T920s and 1930s Lanz continued
to elaborate the doctrine of Ariosophy with numer-
ous volumes of scripture and extensive booklet-
series. His ten-volume Bibiomystikon oder Die
Geheimbibel der Eingeweibten (1930-1935) was a
major re-interpretation of the Bible in the light of
the racial gnosis. In the booklets of his Ariomanti-
sche Biicherei and Elekrotheologische Handschrif-
ten series, Lanz outlined an “electrotheology”
according to which divine “electrotheonic” beings
(angels, grail-doves, muses, valkyries and norns)
had physically represented the eucharist as a form
of sexual sacrifice to breed up the “ario-heroic”
race in prehistoric times. The bread and wine of the
Christian mass symbolised the “electrotheonic”
nature of Christ-Frauja, while the Holy Grail was
actually a grail-dove. Lanz assimilated Orpheus,
Moses, Pythagoras, Plato, Brahma and Apollonius
of Tyana into his mystery-religion of electricity and
race. He also wrote an esoteric key to the Gothic
Bible of Ulfilas (c. 311-383), having identified
Ariosophy with the Arian heresy which had flour-
ished among the Germanic tribes during the great
migrations.

Lanz’s “History of Ariosophy” traced the racial
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religion from Atlantis to the ancient world,
through — neoplatonism and — gnosticism, to the
reformed monastic and military orders of the Mid-
dle Ages, which represented a final climax of
“Ario-Christian” civilization. The Moors in Spain,
the Mongol invasions and the rise of the Ottoman
Turks represented external racial challenges to the
“Ario-Christian” domain of medieval Europe,
which were matched by internal enemies. Lanz
condemned the mendicant orders (Franciscans,
Dominicans) for their plebeian spirit, intolerant
dogmatism and hostility to the old monastic or-
ders. By contrast with the “ario-heroic” culture of
the Middle Ages, Lanz dismissed the Renaissance
as a period of decline, characterised by increasing
Jewish economic, political and cultural influence.
The former strict ariosophical morality of Chris-
tianity was superseded by a universal doctrine of
humanity which accelerated the rise of lower
castes. Lanz regarded both the Jesuits and the
Freemasons [~ Freemasonry] as revolutionary
agents committed to cosmopolitanism, equality
and liberalism, which favoured the dominance of
racial inferiors.

In order to posit the underground continuity of
Ariosophy, Lanz’s “Ario-Christian” mystical tradi-
tion included — Hildegard of Bingen, Mechtild of
Magdeburg, Meister Eckhart, Jan van Ruysbroeck
and Thomas a Kempis. In the early modern period,
these mystics were succeeded by — Jakob Boehme,
Angelus Silesius, Nikolaus von Zinzendorf, and —
Emanuel Swedenborg. In the 19th century, Lanz’s
roll of Ariosophical initiates included J.B. Kerning,
the mystical Freemason; Carl von Reichenbach, the
Viennese investigator of > animal magnetism; the
French occultists — Eliphas Lévi, Gerard Encausse
[~ Papus], and — Edouard Schuré; and the
Theosophists Helena Petrovna Blavatsky, > Franz
Hartmann, > Annie Besant and —> Charles Webster
Leadbeater. The tradition finally led to Guido von
List, Rudolf John Gorsleben, and the contempo-
rary mythologists of an Aryan Atlantis, Karl Georg
Zschaetzsch, and Hermann Wieland.

Before 1914 ONT activity revolved around Lanz
and some fifty brothers in Vienna and Werfenstein,
but during the interwar years further order-houses
were founded in Germany and Hungary, where
Lanz resided after 1918. Wickeloh (near Uelzen,
Germany) was established by Georg Hauerstein Jr.
in 192 5; Marienkamp-Szt. Baldzs (near Lake Bala-
ton, Hungary) founded by Lanz in 1926; Hertes-
burg (on the Darf§ peninsula, Germany), also
founded by Hauerstein in 1927; Staufen (near Sig-
maringen, Germany) founded by Friedrich Franz
von Hochberg (1875-1954); Petena (near Waging
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am See, Germany), also founded by Hauerstein in
1935; Pilisszentkereszt (northern Hungary) in
1937. According to Tabularium O.N.T., the regu-
lar order newsletter detailing receptions, chapters
and donations, ONT activity reached its peak
between 1925 and 193 5, having established at least
seven sites and received some three to four hundred
brothers. In 1942 Hauerstein and Lanz founded
the Vitalis New Templars (NT Vit) with Petena as
its seat and archpriory. In contrast to the ONT, the
NT Vit accepted female members. Order activity at
Petena continued until 1973.

Besides providing the basis of ONT doctrine and
liturgy, Ariosophy was also publicized during the
1920s by German esotericists interested in charac-
terology and divination [~ Divinatory Arts]. In
October 1925 Lanz began collaborating with the
publisher Herbert Reichstein (1892-1944) on a new
periodical devoted to Ariosophy initially entitled
Zeitschrift fiir Menschenkenntnis und Menschen-
schicksal at Disseldorf. Here Lanz summarized
Ariosophy as a emanationist doctrine of “pan-psy-
chic” energy, which animated the whole universe
but found its most perfect manifestation in the
microcosm of the blond-haired, blue-eyed Aryan.
Ariosophy was concerned with the scientific study
of the differences between the blonds and the darks
with the aid of the esoteric sciences of palmistry,
astrology, numerology, phrenology, kabbalism and
heraldry (an idea taken from his colleague Guido
von List). Lanz claimed that heraldic devices and
names were hieroglyphs, in which the Aryan ances-
tors had recorded the history and karma of their
families. Lanz thereby linked Ariosophy with the
burgeoning interest in characterology and divina-
tion which had arisen in response to the anxieties
and disruptions of postwar Germany. The chief
contributors to the magazine were a Berlin group
of esotericists known as the “Swastika Circle” and
included Ernst Issberner-Haldane (1886-1966), a
palmist; Frodi Ingolfson Wehrmann (1889-1945),
an astrologer and ardent supporter of Guido von
List’s ideas about an ancient Germanic priesthood,
who was also versed in numerology and the study
of karma; Robert H. Brotz, a graphologist; and
Wilhelm Wulff, an astrologer, whom Heinrich
Himmler consulted during the last weeks of the
Second World War.

3. RUDOLF JOHN GORSLEBEN

Rudolf John Gorsleben (1883-1930), also an
ONT brother, made further contributions to Arios-
ophy. He had long been fascinated by the Edda and
other secret survivals of the Aryan heritage, while
his doctrine was also indebted to — occultism and
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Theosophy. From 1920 Gorsleben published his
own periodical Deutsche Freibeit, in 1927 re-
named Arische Freibeit, which featured articles on
the runes, crystals, number-mysticism and the
Cheops pyramid. In 1928 this periodical amalga-
mated with Reichstein’s characterological maga-
zine under the new title of Zeitschrift fiir Geistes-
und Wissenschaftsreform (entitled Ariosophie from
September 1929). Through astrology, kabbalism
and — magic, Gorsleben thought it possible to re-
activate the occult powers inherent in each Aryan
individual, thus enabling him to master the natural
world. Gorsleben envisaged the advent of a new
age, in which the Aryan would regain his former
splendour and authority in the world. His major
work Hoch-Zeit der Menschheit (1930) presented
Atlantis, the megalithic stone circles of Europe,
archaeological finds, astrology and mathematical
theorems as evidence of the high civilisation of the
Aryans. Their wisdom was held to have survived in
a wide variety of cultural forms, including the runic
shape of beams in half-timbered houses, coats-of-
arms, countless symbols and words. These ideas of
secret survival owed their inspiration to Guido von
List and Philipp Stauff.

4. HERBERT REICHSTEIN

In December 1925 Herbert Reichstein began to
publish a book-series, Ariosophische Bibliothek, to
publicize Lanz’s theories on subjects ranging from
astrology to heraldry. By early 1926 Reichstein
changed the name of his characterological institute
to the Ariosophical Society, which fostered esoteric
Aryan sciences of characterology and divination
for the benefit of Aryans. Ariosophical characterol-
ogists were identified as heirs of the ancient Ger-
manic priest-kings (Armanenschaft), rediscovered
by Guido von List. Lecture-tours to major German
cities were organized between 1928 and 1931,
when Reichstein moved his operations to Prefs-
baum near Vienna to open an Ariosophical School
as a conference centre for retreats and courses.
Lanz von Liebenfels remained the intellectual
leader of the Ariosophical movement throughout
this whole period. Like Lanz, Reichstein practised
name-kabbalism, based upon the Chaldean-Jewish
notion of correspondences between letters and
numbers: the sum of the numerical equivalents of
the letters in a person’s name disclosed information
regarding his nature and destiny. After the Nazi
seizure of power in Germany, Reichstein moved in
April 1933 to Berlin, in order ‘to be at the centre of
the revival of a nationally awakened Germany’.
There he published Arische Rundschau, a weekly
newpaper which professed the struggle against
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Judah, Rome, and Freemasonry in the context of
ariosophical racism and occult predictions.

5. ARTIOSOPHY AND THE THIRD

REI1CcH

Despite its esoteric and sectarian nature, Arioso-
phy had some influence on National Socialism in
Germany. Philipp Stauff, a close friend of Guido
von List and Lanz von Liebenfels, held high office
in the Germanenorden, a secret quasi-masonic
racist society founded in 1912 to counter Jewish
influence in Germany. In 1917 the Bavarian chap-
ter of the Germanenorden was taken over by
Rudolf von Sebottendorff (1875-1945), who was
also an admirer of List, Lanz von Liebenfels and
Stauff. Under Sebottendorff’s leadership the Ger-
manenorden in Munich assumed the cover-name of
the Thule Society and played a significant role in
the Bavarian counter-revolution of April 1919. As
early as autumn 1918 the Thule Society had fos-
tered a political workers’ circle. In January 1919
members of this group founded the German Work-
ers’ Party (DAP), which was renamed the German
National Socialist Workers’ Party (NSDAP) in Feb-
ruary 1920. While the Thule Society and Germa-
nenorden remained conspiratorial esoteric groups,
the DAP embraced mass political activity. The use
of the swastika as a Nazi party symbol may be
traced back to the Germanenorden, Lanz von
Liebenfels and Guido von List before 1914.

There is some evidence that the young Adolf
Hitler read and collected Lanz’s Ostara magazine
while living in Vienna between 1908 and 1913. Itis
likely that he was impressed by Lanz’s empirical
studies of racial differences between the blonds and
the darks, and the harmful influence of non-Ger-
man races within the multinational Habsburg
empire. Lanz’s preoccupation with women as race-
defilers, feminism and sexuality was mirrored by
Hitler’s concern that the Jews were seducing Aryan
girls and drawing them into prostitution. Given his
lifelong enthusiasm for Wagner’s operas, especially
Parsifal, Hitler would have identified with Lanz’s
notion of a knightly order committed to the holy
grail of pure Germanic blood. Lanz’s dualist-
manichaean fantasy of a millenarian struggle
between the blonds and the darks for racial and
political world-supremacy could have laid the
“granite foundation” of Hitler’s own racist out-
look for life.

Ariosophical ideas of a secret gnosis of the blood
and occult survivals made a stronger impression on
Heinrich Himmler and the SS, which cultivated the
Aryan-Nordic heritage as an instrument of Nazi
cultural policy. Karl Maria Wiligut [pseud. Karl
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Weisthor, Jarl Widar] (1866-1946), an officer in the
Habsburg army, had some contact with ONT
brothers in Vienna around 1908, a link that was
renewed in 1920-1921. Wiligut claimed to be de-
scended from prehistoric Germanic sages of the
Irminist religion. His purported ancestral-clairvoy-
ant memory enabled him to recall the history of his
tribe over thousands of years back to 78.000 BC.
Richard Anders, an ONT brother and SS officer,
introduced Wiligut to Heinrich Himmler, who
decided to exploit this unique source on ancient
Germanic religion and traditions. Wiligut’s interest
in the runes, symbols and other cryptic survivals of
ancient Germanic priest-kings place him in List’s
tradition of the Armanenschaft. Wiligut was given
officer rank in the SS, where he supplied rune-
poetry and studies of cosmology and prehistory
based on his family traditions. He also undertook
land surveys of ancient Germanic sanctuaries, and
was instrumental in the design of the SS Toten-
kopfring and the elaboration of Irminist wedding,
spring, harvest and solstice rituals at the SS Staff
College of Wewelsburg Castle. He also influenced
Himmler’s conception of the Wewelsburg as a
SS vatican in a future revival of pagan Germanic
religion.

During the Third Reich, Ariosophy was discour-
aged by the Nazis in common with other secret
societies and lodge-like organisations. The ONT
was suspended at Werfenstein and Vienna in
December 1938, but activity continued at ONT
houses in Germany and Hungary. Lanz continued
to publish ONT material privately until his death
in 1954. He was succeeded as Prior of the ONT by
Theodor Czepl, who died in 1978. Czepl was suc-
ceeded by Walther Krenn who died in 1979, and
Rudolf J. Mund held the office of PONT from 1979
until his own death in 198 5. Owing to its racial and
anti-Semitic content, Ariosophy remained a minute
movement in postwar Austria. However, since the
1990s neo-Nazi groups have discovered an interest
in List, Lanz von Liebenfels and the Thule Society.
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NICHOLAS GOODRICK-CLARKE
Aristotelianism
From the second half of the 12th century the

Latin West witnessed an enormous wave of trans-
lations of Aristotle’s works from Arabic and Greek,
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which reached its peak around the middle of the
13th century with William of Moerbeke. As a con-
sequence, philosophers and theologians were faced
with the formidable task of reconciling this new
influx of pagan wisdom with Christian faith. They
did so in the institutional context of one of the most
enduring inventions of the Middle Ages, namely
the university. These new institutions developed
curricula dominated by the Corpus Aristotelicum.
Just like medieval Platonism [~ Neoplatonism:
Middle Ages], however, Aristotelianism is a com-
plex historiographic category. The Corpus Aris-
totelicum not only comprised genuine works such
as the Categories, the Physics, the Metaphysics or
the Nicomachean Ethics, but also a wide range of
pseudo-Aristotelica, among which the Theologia
Aristotelis, the Liber de Causis, and the Secretum
Secretorum. Moreover, a number of commentaries
carried almost the same authority as Aristotle’s
own text, such as those by Greek commentators
like Simplicius. By far the most prestigious of all
commentators was the Andalusian Arab Averroés,
whom the medievals simply referred to as the Com-
mentator, analogous to Aristotle himself who was
known as the Philosopher (Philosophus). Aris-
totelianism not only determined the content of
medieval learning, but also the formal models by
which the teaching was structured. The boundaries
between the various disciplines, such as physics,
metaphysics, ethics and medicine, but especially
those between theology and philosophy, were set-
tled using the criteria of Aristotelian philosophy of
science. Aristotle had defined science in terms of a
deduction of causal demonstrations on the basis of
self-evident principles that could only be intuited
and not demonstrated within each separate disci-
pline. This proved to be an excellent model in safe-
guarding the disciplinary autonomy of theology,
while at the same time strengthening its rational,
scientific profile. The principles of theology were a
matter of revealed truth which could not be sci-
entifically demonstrated but had to be accepted on
faith. Just like any other science, theology thus had
to work with indemonstrable first truths that could
not be provided by any other science. Equally, how-
ever, theology made use of Aristotelian logical pro-
cedures in order to deduce scientific truths from
these first principles. Medieval theology and phi-
losophy employed what is known as the scholastic
method of determining questions by means of a
complex of pro and contra argumentations. This
method was put to use in the commentary tradition
on Peter Lombard’s Sentences, the main textbook
of scholastic theology. In this model, philosophy,
the discipline that was taught at the medieval Arts
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faculties, was subservient to theology, which
together with medicine, canon and civil law consti-
tuted the so-called higher faculties. However, not
all Masters of Arts were prepared to accept this
subordinate role of philosophy as ancilla theolo-
giae (handmaid of theology). For instance, a group
of 13th century Parisian Masters known under the
collective name of Latin Averroists claimed full
autonomy for philosophy, even to the extent of
allowing philosophy to reach conclusions that
were not in conformity with faith.

The disciplinary framework of medieval Aris-
totelianism might be one of the explanations for
why it had relatively few points of contact with —
Hermetism. In the 12th century, Hermetism had
mainly been associated with Platonism, which did
not make a sharp distinction between theology and
philosophy, especially metaphysics. — Hermes
Trismegistus was seen as part of a tradition of
pagan learning that had adumbrated important
elements of Christian faith, especially the dogma of
the Trinity. It is probably no coincidence that
Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274), one of the champi-
ons of medieval Aristotelianism, not only insisted
on the distinction between philosophy and theo-
logy (on whose collaboration he nevertheless in-
sisted as well), but also vehemently rejected the
claim, expressed by Alan of Lille and others, that
Hermes had intuited the Trinity. With regard to the
definition of God in (pseudo-)Hermes’ Liber XXIV
Philosophorum as the monad that generates a
monad in itself, Aquinas says that this statement
only pertains to the relation between God and His
creation (Summa Theologica, Part 1, Question 32,
Article 1, ad 1). Natural reason can prove that the
world has been created by God, but we need the
revealed truth of Scripture in order to enlighten us
on what God is, most notably with respect to His
tri-une character. Parallel to this denial of Hermes’
prophetic gifts was the acceptance by Thomas
Aquinas and the majority of post-12th century the-
ologians and philosophers of - Augustine’s con-
demnation of Hermes’ idolatry in De Civitate Dei
rather than Quodvultdeus’ more positive account.
Finally, the very fact that Aristotle replaced Plato as
the great authority in philosophy may also explain
why many post-12th century philosophers and the-
ologians were less attracted to Hermes, who had
been so closely associated with Platonism. It is
therefore no surprise that we find a large-scale
acceptance of Hermetic tenets only in philosophers
with overt Platonic or even anti-Aristotelian ten-
dencies, such as Berthold of Moosburg. It seems
that the only philosopher who consistently tried to
reunite Aristotelianism, Platonism and Hermetism
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was —> Albertus Magnus. Obviously, there was one
area in which Aristotelianism and Hermetism did
meet, namely — alchemy. Alchemical literature of
the Middle Ages made abundant use of the basic
concepts of Aristotelian natural philosophy, such
as hylemorfism, the potency-act distinction, and
Aristotelian mineralogy. It is therefore no suprise
that many alchemical tracts were attributed to
(pseudo-)Aristotle. The connection between Aris-
totelianism and Hermetism can thus mainly be
found outside the formal framework of the aca-
demic disciplines at the medieval universities.

In some handbooks we still find the once popu-
lar image that the philosophical innovations of the
Renaissance were due to > Marsilio Ficino’s trans-
lation of the Corpus Platonicum, while the Aris-
totelianism of the universities sank away into
moribund sterility. Paul Oskar Kristeller, Charles
Schmitt, Charles Lohr and others have shown that
this conception is thoroughly misguided. To begin
with, Aristotelianism was anything but moribund.
Charles Lohr has established that (thanks to the
invention of the printing press) the 16th century
not only produced more translations of Aristotle’s
works than all the previous centuries taken
together but also composed an immense amount of
new commentaries. Moreover, recent studies have
demonstrated that the Renaissance commentary
tradition on Aristotle displayed a diversity and
innovative potential that in certain of its aspects
formed the bridge to the new philosophy and sci-
ence of the 17th century.

One of the most interesting phenomena of the
late 15th and 16th century is the Aristotelianism
cultivated at the university of Padua. Since Padua
did not have a theological faculty, the faculty of
Arts was not constrained by any theological con-
siderations and developed a secular Aristotelianism
with a strong emphasis on natural philosophy,
which among other things prepared the students
for higher studies in medicine. The best known rep-
resentative of this tradition was Pietro Pomponazzi
(1462-1525). In his De naturalium effectuum cau-
sis sive de incantationibus of 1520 (published
1567), Pomponazzi accepts miracles and other
wondrous events as long as witness reports were
reliable. His main point is to develop a scientific
explanation of these events along the lines of Aris-
totelian philosophy, which he combines with a
strong version of Stoic determinism. Pomponazzi
is prepared to accept the agency of angels and
demons as an article of faith. Nevertheless, he
argued, Aristotelian philosophy has to rule such
agencies out, since angels and demons on account
of their being immaterial do not have contact with
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physical objects, while all physical action must
occur by direct contact. What does count as a
viable explanation is, by contrast, the influence of
the stars which determine completely the sublunar
realm and in so doing also produce miracles and
other wondrous events. In this context, Pompon-
azzi makes use of the Aristotelian notion of occult
quality [~ occult/occultism], which designates an
imperceptible, but nonetheless perfectly natural
cause, such as stellar influence, the power of the
imagination and hidden qualities of minerals and
other natural objects. In so doing, Pomponazzi
famously raised the scientific status of — astrology
in the same way as the Bolognese philosopher
Alessandro Achillini — who had briefly been his col-
league at Padua — had raised the status of physiog-
nomy and chiromancy in his Quaestio de subiecto
physionomiae et chiromantiae (1503).

Nor was the philosophy that developed outside
of the schools in all respects anti- or even un-aris-
totelian. True, when Ficino speaks of the venerable
tradition of pia philosophia or philosophia peren-
nis [~ Tradition] he is primarily thinking of the
current that he takes to have been inaugurated by
Hermes and so admirably continued by Plato. Nev-
ertheless, Aristotle also had an — albeit modest —
place in this typically Renaissance harmony model.
Following the schemes of the ancient Neoplatonist
commentators on Aristotle, Ficino depicts Aristotle
as the best of the physici. As far as metaphysics is
concerned, he recommends that one had better
consult the Neoplatonists. However, for the lower
realm of being Aristotle’s physics is an excellent
guide. Echoing humanist attacks on Peripatetic
philosophy, Ficino states that his issue is not with
Aristotle, but with his contemporary scholastic dis-
ciples, whose two competing sects, the Alexan-
drists (following Alexander of Aphrodisias) and
Averroists haunt the universities (Opera Omnia,
Basel 1576; reprint Torino, 1959, p. 1537). Albeit
in opposite ways, both sects denied personal
immortality, the very cornerstone of Ficino’s philo-
sophical speculation. There is, however, an undeni-
able presence of scholastic philosophy in Ficino’s
own philosophy, especially in his opus magnum,
the Theologia Platonica (1469-1474). During his
study at the university of Florence, Ficino must
have imbibed quite a lot of Aristotelianism, espe-
cially in its Thomist form. Thomas Aquinas pro-
vided the building blocks of Ficino’s metaphysical
structure in the form of his dialectics of being and
non-being, his distinction between matter and
form, his view of causality and other central topics.
But even more remarkable is the presence of Aris-
totelianism in Ficino’s works on ~ magic, especially
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his De vita libri tres (1489). In the absence of an
elaborated Hermetic or Platonist natural philoso-
phy and in line with his appreciation of Aristotle’s
physics, Ficino uses the basic concepts of Aris-
totelian hylemorphism in order to explain the
powers of = amulets and other magical devices. It
has to be remarked, though, that he seems to be
particularly dependent on Neoplatonic doctrines
he found in — Avicenna’s and Albertus Magnus’s
works. Brian Copenhaver has established that
Ficino integrates the doctrine of substantial form as
the imperceptible carrier of occult qualities, the
notion of dispositive cause to account for the pre-
paration of matter for the eduction of a form which
is ultimately drawn from the celestial bodies, and
other central tenets of Aristotelian hylemorphism.

An even greater presence of Aristotelianism can
be discerned in Ficino’s young friend, - Giovanni
Pico della Mirandola, whom Ficino praises as one
of the few who are still able to interpret Aristotle in
the right, pious, way (Opera Ommnia, p. 1537).
Pico’s Conclusiones were part of his grand project
to reconcile all pagan and Christian learning.
Though recent scholarship has established that
Pico was far less unorthodox than his traditional
portrayal, the fact remains that the Church of
Rome was not particularly amused by the enthusi-
asm of this brilliant young man. In the Apologia
(1487), which Pico wrote against accusations by
Church authorities, he defended his conclusions
regarding the eucharist and other theological top-
ics by means of a wide display of scholastic theol-
ogy and philosophy. In fact, it seems that Pico soon
gave up on his attempt to integrate all available
learning and limited himself to the less ambitious
plan of reuniting Plato and Aristotle. The first
result was his De Ente et Uno (1492), an exercise
in metaphysical speculation about the convertibil-
ity of the the terms “being” (the highes genus for
the Aristotelians) and “oneness” (the highest genus
for the Platonists). This limitation also explains
why Hermetism (to which in fact only nine out of
the nine hundred Conclusiones had been devoted)
disappeared increasingly from his works, and even-
tually gave way to an outspoken rejection in
the unfinished Disputationes adversus astrologiam
divinatricem. Here, Pico presents the wisdom of
the Egyptians, which includes Hermetism, as a
practical discipline of worship and not as theoreti-
cal science. Hermetism is at best a first inadequate
sketch of the superior physics and metaphysics of
Plato and especially Aristotle, since it lacks the
defining characterisic of true science, namely
rational argument (Disputatio adversus astrolo-
giam divinitatricem, in Opera Omnia, Basel 1557;
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reprint Hildesheim 1969, pp. 721-722). Interest-
ingly, Pico thus seems to make room for scientific
progress, contrary to the retrograde ad fontes of his
mentor Ficino. In any case, Pico’s Disputations
contain a scathing attack on astrology, which is
based on an anti-determinist version of Aris-
totelian philosophy. In line with Aristotle, Pico
does admit stellar influence, but limits it to the
lower faculties of the human soul. Stellar influence
explains the behaviour of prophets, whose imagi-
nation is particularly susceptible. It cannot, how-
ever, determine man’s free will, which is linked to
the superior part of our soul.

With — Francesco Patrizi (1529-1597) Renais-
sance Neoplatonism gets a vehemently anti-Aris-
totelian twist. Like Ficino, Patrizi laments the
spectacle of the division of academic Aristotelian-
ism into two competing sects of which both deny
the immortality of the human soul. In order to
restore the unity of reason and faith, Patrizi pre-
sented a three-fold Hermetic-Platonist project.
First, Patrizi developed a new edition of the Corpus
Hermeticum, the Chaldaean Oracles and other
Hermetica, which he attached to the second part of
his enterprise, namely the Nova de Universis Phi-
losophia (1591). In this all-encompassing philo-
sophical system, he tried to explain the Hermetic
“revelation” by means of philosophical, especially
Platonist, arguments. Thirdly, the Discussiones
Peripateticae (1581) takes up Ficino’s idea of a
philosophical concord and the tradition of prisca
sapientia. Patrizi thoroughly revolutionized this
notion. Usually, the idea of a basic philosophical
concord was made plausible by showing the
fundamental harmony of Aristotle’s and Plato’s
philosophy. The Discussiones elaborate this pro-
gramme in a radically polemical, anti-Aristotelian
way. Patrizi attempts to demonstrate that every-
thing valuable in Aristotle is downright plagiarism,
whereas all his original contributions are mere
humbug. Aristotle adopts all important themes of
philosophia perennis in general, and of Plato in
particular. By leaving his source unmentioned
while at the same time explicitly criticizing Plato,
Aristotle tried to achieve fame at the expense of his
preceptor. The Discussiones condemn virtually all
aspects of Aristotle’s life and work. Among the
allegations is that Aristotle was involved in a plot
to kill Alexander the Great. Interestingly, Patrizi
excludes Aristotle’s logic and natural philosophy
from his devastating criticisms. In fact, the first part
of the Nova de Universis Philosophia, entitled
Panaugia (All-encompassing Light) makes use of
an “Aristotelian method”. Here Patrizi points to
the Aristotelian methodological adagium that in
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natural philosophy we should begin with experien-
tial phenomena, which constitute the primum
quoad nos, in order to gain knowledge of nature’s
causes, principles and elements, the primum quoad
natura. The Panaugia is “Aristotelian” in the sense
that it tries to develop an alternative to Aristotle’s
inference of the existence of the Inmovable Mover
on the basis of perceptible motion. This part of the
Nova de Universis Philosophia, however, starts
with perceptible light and gradually climbs to the
source of all corporeal as well as incorporeal light,
God. It unfolds a wide-ranging Neoplatonist light
metaphysics, culled from traditional sources like
Philo, Grosseteste and Ficino. In this sense the
Panaugia exemplifies Patrizi’s attitude towards
Aristotelian philosophy, especially his physics and
metaphysics: rather than a wholesale alternative,
Patrizi propounds a complete reinterpretation of
the traditional Aristotelian doctrines and their
vocabulary along Platonist-Hermetic lines.

A final offshoot of Renaissance Aristotelianism
blossomed at the German universities at the end of
the 16th and beginning of the 17th century. After
the Reformation the universities in the German
lands had been reorganized according to confes-
sional lines, i.e. following the Lutheran, Calvinist,
and Roman-Catholic (mainly Jesuit) creeds. Para-
doxically the strong confessional emphasis led to a
much more liberal, very eclectic attitude towards
Aristotle, whose philosophy always had to be
measured against the canons of the diverse confes-
sions. Hermetism was just one of the many ele-
ments that entered in the eclectic mixture that was
taught at Protestant, especially Calvinist, universi-
ties and Hobe Schulen. The best-known represen-
tative of this tradition is Johann Heinrich Alsted
(1588-1638), professor of theology and philoso-
phy at the Academy of Herborn. Alsted combined
solid Aristotelianism with Lullism, Hermetism and
alchemy in his grand encyclopedic project that was
aimed at restoring man’s original dignity. This
optimistic variety of Calvinism was to receive a
devastating blow at the Council of Dordt and in the
Thirty Years War which in most cases meant the
closure of the more liberal universities. Alsted’s
eclectic and conciliatory programme can already
be fathomed from his early Physica Harmonica
(1616), which tries to reunite a number of differ-
ent physics, in particular Mosaic physics (i.e. the
account of the book of Genesis), Peripatetic physics
and Hermetic physics (especially alchemy). The
touchstone of this conciliatory programme is
Mosaic physics: Alsted only accepts those elements
of Peripatetism and Hermetism that can be squared
with the biblical account. But the most impressive
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synthesis of Aristotelianism and Hermetism can be
found in his enormous Encyclopaedia (1630),
which recalls the common Renaissance idea of a
tradition of prisca sapientia, which according to
Alsted includes the Indian Brahmans and Egyptian
prophets, such as Hermes Trismegistus (Encyclo-
paedia; Herborn, 1630, p. 110). The Encyclopae-
dia not only lists a whole range of “Hermetic”
disciplines such as astrology and the art of memory
[ Mnemonics], but also fuses Hermetism and
Aristotelianism in its discussion of specific themes.
An example is his description of prime matter,
which Alsted deals with in the part devoted to
physics. Alsted borrows the notion of matter as a
non-ens from the Aristotelian tradition, combines
it with the “Mosaic” idea of a primordial chaos,
the notion of a vivifying world soul taken from the
Asclepius, and a whole range of alchemical descrip-
tions of matter which Alsted explicitly attributes to
Hermes (Encyclopaedia; Herborn, 1630, p. 673).
Alsted’s Encyclopaedia is certainly not the only
example of a synthesis between Aristotelianism
and Hermetism at German universities. Other
examples include Heinrich Nollius, professor of
philosophy and medecine at the Gymmnasium
Arnoldinum at Steinfurt from 1616 to 1621. Given
the influence of the textbooks by Alsted and others
on modern philosophers such as Leibniz, we are
forced to rethink the relations between Aris-
totelianism, Hermetism and modern philosophy.
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CEES LEIJENHORST
Arithmology — Number Symbolism

Arnau de Vilanova, * ca. 1240 Daroca
(Lower Aragon), T 6.9.1311 Genoa

Vilanova was one of the most extraordinary
figures of the Latin Middle Ages. Many questions
on his personality remain unanswered even today,
so much has legend and hearsay intermingled with
reality. Arnau de Vilanova was born in Lower
Aragon toward 1240. He became a Master of med-
icine and married in the r260s. He then entered
into the service of Peter III of Aragon as a doctor.
During his years of intellectual formation, he took
courses in Christian exegesis from the Dominicans
of Barcelona and Brother Raymond Marti intro-
duced him to Hebrew and rabbinical literature. His
knowledge of Arabic was such that he translated
several medical works by — Avicenna, Galen, and
Albuzale into Latin. From 1289 to 1299, Arnau de
Vilanova was the master regent of medical studies
at the University of Montpellier. It was during this
period that he composed most of his books on med-
icine. Besides his teaching, marked by Galenism,
Arnau de Vilanova continued to assist, as a doctor
and a counselor, princes (James II of Aragon, Fred-
erick III of Sicily) and popes (Boniface VIII, Cle-
ment V). Although he enjoyed indisputable authority
as a doctor, his religious and philosophical ideas
were another matter, and they brought him many
disappointments.

In 1292, he wrote a short work in which he set
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forth some of his key ideas. It was called Introduc-
tio in librum Joaquim de semine Scripturarum, and
is a commentary on a book falsely attributed to
Joachim de Flore. In particular, Arnau there
defends the idea that any form of knowledge
expresses a mysterium and consequently falls
within the domain of prophecy as much as of
knowledge itself. The mission of a doctor or an
astrologer is not only restricted to giving treat-
ments or designing horoscopes but also includes
the task of truly working as a prophet in the exer-
cise of his profession. Arnau de Vilanova had a rep-
utation for spectacular healings. It is easy to
imagine that in the eyes of some he was a perfect
incarnation of that noble soul of whom Avicenna
speaks in De anima, endowed with prophetic pow-
ers and whose gift is to heal the sick and transmute
the elements. In his Medicationis parabolae, Arnau
de Vilanova states that an effective remedy, a med-
icine, always proceeds from the Supreme Good.
The doctor, he adds, who has received the grace of
dispensing care, uses a symbolic language to arrive
at the occulta from the sensibilia. The goal of med-
icine, indeed, is to start from observation of the
sensibilia in order to rise to the government of
the Almighty; but the sensibilia alone are no sub-
stitute for the intelligible and universal principles.
Whence the introduction of mathematical calcula-
tions that helped Arnau build some of his medical
theories; as in Aphorismi de gradibus, where, using
the mathematical solutions put down by — al-
Kindi, he tries to resolve the delicate question of the
dosage of qualities in the composition of medi-
cines. He repeated this approach in De dosi tyria-
calium, in relation to dosing the simples that the
doctors used to make theriac.

His ideas on the necessity of a symbolic language
and the permanence of the occulta (defined as the
unexplained properties of natural objects, known
either by chance or by revelation) are also basic to
his views on — astrology. Astrology is basic to both
a chemico-medical work such as De aqua vitae sim-
plici, and a well-known therapeutic cure effectu-
ated on the very person of Pope Boniface VIII. In
De parte operativa, he declares that knowing the
characteristics and arrangements of the Zodiac in
order to liberate the astral influences makes it pos-
sible to accomplish marvels here on earth. Arnau
strictly distinguishes such knowledge from magical
practices, related to demons, which are misleading
and ineffectual. Similar ideas (in particular the
recourse to symbolic language) also underlie an
alchemical text such as the Tractatus parabolicus,
attributed to him, and from which — Jean de
Roquetaillade drew inspiration in his Liber lucis. It
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remains unknown though whether Arnau himself
practiced alchemy, and we do not know whether he
personally composed treatises such as the Tracta-
tus parabolicus, the Defloratio philosophorum,
and the Epistola super alchimia; suffice it to say
that some of them must have emanated from his
secretariat. Arnau also composed an Allocutio
super significatione nominis Tetragrammaton that
consists of a reflection on the letters of Yahweh
with the aim of proving the truth of the Holy Trin-
ity by a method close to that of the Jewish Kabbal-
ists. He states that the secrets of Holy Scripture
are contained in Hebrew and Latin script. Such
notions are supported by his views about the econ-
omy of dynamic salvation: he saw it as an active
process in which, beginning with the Father and
moving on through the Son, the Christian revela-
tion is fulfilled in the age of the Holy Spirit, when
all the enigmas of the Book will be resolved and the
renovatio of the world will be accomplished. Here
he is influenced by Joachim da Fiori and, even more
pregnantly, by an abundant apocalyptic sublitera-
ture including, among others, the Sermo sancti
Methodi de regno gentium et in novissimus tempo-
ribus certa demonstratio, the Epistola ad Cyrillum,
the Vaticinum Sybillae Erithreae, and so on. The
reading and study of such contemporaries as —
Roger Bacon, > Ramon Llull and especially Pierre
Dejean Olieu, the spiritual master of the Francis-
cans, complete his educational background — even
if he mostly took his distance from them and fol-
lowed his own path. Arnau de Vilanova was certain
of the imminent manifestation of the Antichrist.
Turning his personal revelations to advantage, with
varying success he divulged his convictions, in the
hope of being recognized as a theologian and
prophet as much as a doctor. No doubt he some-
times succeeded in this. Frederick III of Sicily, for
instance, disturbed by a dream, consulted Arnau to
enlighten him and relieve him of his doubts and dis-
tress. Criticized, attacked by the Dominicans, and
suspected of heresy, he was imprisoned and finally,
unwilling to compromise his boldest concepts, was
repudiated by his protectors. He found refuge with
Frederick of Sicily, and died on 6 September 1311
off Genoa.

To most modern scholars, Arnau de Vilanova
remains the exemplary representative of medieval
Galenism. However, he was much more than that.
If he never wastes an opportunity to vilify the
enchanters and magicians, Arnau nevertheless
refuses to consign the domain of knowledge to rea-
son alone. His whole work pleads for the recogni-
tion of the intimate and illuminating revelations
that experience (whether of a healing or a trans-
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mutation) brings to light. For him, in the words of
— Clement of Alexandria, ‘without faith there is no
gnosis’. A counselor to princes and popes, an
ambassador, a traveling companion of the Spiritu-
als, an exegete and theologian, a dream interpreter
and active mystic, he is remembered as a sage
versed in many areas of knowledge, closer to the
magus and the heresiarch than to the philosopher,
but also a friend of the poor, and a partisan of
evangelical frenzy. An important corpus of alchem-
ical, astrological, magical and medical works is
generously attributed to him. Many have seen in
him one of those high and mysterious medieval
figures prefiguring Renaissance humanists such as
— Marsilio Ficino.
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Antoine Tardif, 1586 ¢ Arnaldi di Villanova: Opera
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lanes, I-11 (Miquel Batllori, ed.), Barcelona: Barcino,
1947 ¢ Josep Perarnau i Espelt, “El text primitiu del
De mysterio cymbalorum Ecclesiae d’Arnau de Vila-
nova, en appendix, el seu Tractatus de tempore adven-
tus Antichristi”, Arxiu de Textos Catalans Antics 7/8
(1988-1989), 7-169.
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ANTOINE CALVET

Arnold, Gottfried, * 1666 Annaberg
(Saxony), T 1714 Perleberg
(Brandenburg)

Arnold studied theology in Wittenberg and after-
wards worked as a private tutor in Dresden. In
1697 he became professor at the University of Gies-
sen, where he stayed only one year. He then tutored
in Quedlinburg (Saxony). From 1701 until his
death, he exercised the pastoral ministry. Arnold
died as a church inspector, but his work as a histo-
rian of Christianity has made him a major figure of
German — pietism.

Arnold long hesitated about becoming a pastor,
because he was reluctant to swear on the Augsburg
Confession. He took a strong aversion to all clergy.
However, this protégé of Spener, the founder of
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Lutheran pietism, finally resigned himself to
becoming a minister of “Babylon”. He was to be
mortified! Because he believed the true Church to
be the inner Church, Arnold has been classed
among the spiritualists: those who wanted to adore
God in spirit and in truth, and not in temples made
by human hands. But according to the doctrines
that he sympathetically described, the inner
Church is no more abstract than is the inner Man
identifying with it. It is seen by him as a true com-
munion of the faithful identifying with a single
truth. It is secret for those who are not yet part of
it. And in the end, it is the soul itself that becomes
the true temple of God, at least for the few, and as
long as the plenitude at the end of history has not
yet arrived. The distinguishing feature of Arnold’s
Christian esotericism is precisely that it is not insti-
tutional. An invisible line thus separates those who
are “converted” from the ordinary faithful, even
when they all assemble in the same place for wor-
ship in the visible Church.

The “converted” are those Christians who have
received the baptism administered by the Holy
Spirit. This second baptism is not a visible sacra-
ment. But through the grace that it dispenses, Man
is born again, according to Jesus’ explanation to
Nicodemus. The Holy Spirit chooses to dwell in the
heart of a person, who thereby becomes a “new
Man”. For him, the Holy Spirit is the presence of
God incarnated by Wisdom. It is by this presence
that Man is reconnected with God.

Created before humanity and the world,
Sophia/Wisdom is the image of God. The sinner
does not perceive her, but she shines in the heart of
the regenerated Man. She is the thought of God,
and the Man inhabited by the Holy Spirit is her
mirror. She embodies the true doctrine written
down in the Bible and in the teachings transmitted
through the ages. The resulting gnosis, in the noble
sense according to which Arnold understood it, is a
synonym of holiness. A Man who is not “born
from above” is necessarily a sinful person, the “old
Adam”, who cannot receive the Spirit of God. The
holiness of the Man united with God is in fact the
mirror of Wisdom. In his work as a historian of
Christianity, Arnold was looking for the tradition
of “true Christianity” in this sense, understood as
the communion of the saints in Adam’s posterity.
This communion of saints is his version of the uni-
versal ministry, of which Luther had an idea, but of
which the Lutheran clergy is merely a counterfeit.

Besides many poems and religious songs, often
characterized by a baroque lyricism (see notably
those in his collection Géttliche Liebesfunken,
1698), Arnold composed a good number of other
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works, among which we will here mention only a
few that pertain to ~ Christian theosophy. First of
all there is his monumental Unpartheyische
Kirchen- und Ketzerhistorie (Impartial History of
the Churches and Heresies, 1699-1700). It is clear
from this work that the true Church also includes
heretics. Without approving of them in every
respect, Arnold generally argues in their defense.
He categorizes many of them as belonging to the
“witnesses to truth” that form a chain throughout
the ages. They may be Catholic or Protestant. —
Paracelsus, Schwenckfeld, ~> Weigel, and > Boehme
have a place of honor among these reprobates, and
Arnold’s book contains extensive discussions of
Boehmenist and neo-Boehmenist theosophy as well
as of > Rosicrucianism; but Arnold in fact attemps
to trace the entire lineage of mystical theology from
the first centuries on. In this manner he creates a
complete referential corpus of “true religion”.
Nobody before this Impartial History had ever
attempted to provide such a systematic treatment
of so many esoteric currents taken together. By
doing so, the book in its turn came to exercise a
notable influence on the further development of the
very religious tendencies it described.

“Mystical theology” is supposed by Arnold to be
communicated by inner channels; the converted
person is instructed in it directly by the Holy Spirit.
Nevertheless, Arnold also attempts to make it
known through the human channel of writing; and
this makes him, together with — Pierre Poiret
(twenty years his senior) the great publisher of
Christian mysticism in Protestant society. Arnold
considered mystical theology, or theologia regeni-
torum, as a specific discourse. Although opposed to
scholastic or dogmatic theology, and the confes-
sions of faith of the visible Churches, he does
explain mystical theology as a doctrine. He traces
its history in two crucial works published in 1702:
Das Geheimnis der gottlichen Sophia (The Mys-
tery of the Divine Sophia) and Historie und Be-
schreibung der Mystischen Theologie (History and
Description of Mystical Theology).

Wisdom, as Arnold explains in the former work,
personifies the doctrine issued from the mouth of
God before anything had been created. She is the
divine intelligence, identified with the Word. From
generation to generation, she is communicated to
those people who are capable of receiving her.
Priests who have no share in her revile the secret
theology, but it perennially germinates and flowers
in the spirit of the holy. It is always the same truth,
whether found among Catholics or Protestants. It
alone can end the quarrels between the theologians.
Peace can reign among believers only through the
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communion of the saints. The book on the Divine
Sophia pertains to Christian theosophical literature
by its content and by the very nature of its theme.
Arnold frequented the theosophers, and published,
notably, the writings of = Gichtel in 1701, and the
Cherubinscher Wandersmann by the theosopher
poet Johannes Scheffler, alias Angelus Silesius. His
form of writing and inspiration is nonetheless very
different from that of Boehme or Gichtel. Com-
pared with these theosophers, Arnold proves to be,
in his work, “scholarly” and theological rather
than properly visionary. Contrary to them, too, he
is rather distant from any form of mystical natural-
ism — thus the idea of the creative — imagination,
so prominent in Boehme or Gichtel, with all its im-
plicit consequences, is almost absent from Arnold.

The young Luther, who glorified the 14th-cen-
tury mystic Tauler, had once adhered to the tradi-
tion of “mystical theology”. At the dawn of the
Reformation he had published the Theologica Ger-
manica, an anonymous treatise believed to have
emanated from Tauler’s associates. However, the
Reformer had later turned away from these begin-
nings. Arnold attributed the decline of the Refor-
mation to this reversal. In contrast, he saw in the
doctrine of pure love, from Molinos to Madame
Guyon, a flowering of mystical theology: the qui-
etist heresy, flourishing in the context of German —
Pietism, seemed to him to redeem Luther’s mistake.

True Christianity according to Arnold unites
only a small minority of the faithful here on earth.
It must be considered first and foremost from the
perspective of the end of time. Arnold nursed hopes
for a universal restoration, or apocatastasis, at the
end of a process of purification that would pro-
gressively extend, in the hereafter, to all of creation.
Hell would come to an end. This concept of the
Wiederbringung aller Dinge (re-establishment of
all things) attracted quite a following at the time of
Pietism, and was condemned in article twenty-
three of the Augsburg Confession. It would reap-
pear with Zinzendorf, but under the cover of a
“secret theology”, and was later incorporated to
some extent into the theology of the Enlightenment
period, which in the name of reason rejected the
dogma of eternal suffering. In Arnold’s time it was
strictly prohibited.

Arnold’s works have had a wide influence. Its
later impact on the strictly esoteric plane of Chris-
tian theosophy aside, it must be noted that poster-
ity has mainly retained its criticism of established
religion and of the dogmas that bound the faithful.
In reading the Impartial History of the Churches
and Heresies, the young — Goethe would later
conclude that an individual can create his own reli-
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gion — an idea that greatly appealed to him.
Arnold’s opinion, however, was entirely different.
For this fervent supporter of mystical theology,
there could only be a single true doctrine, the one
personified by Wisdom. The liberty of the Christ-
ian was that of the person who, freed from dogmas,
had chosen the only true religion while completely
renouncing his own will.

Unpartheyische Kirchen- und Ketzerhistorie, von
Anfang des Neuen Testaments biss auff das Jabr Christi
1688, first edition: Frankfurt 1699 (I-II), 1700 (III-IV);
reprint of the 1729 edition (Frankfurt), in 2 vols.:
Hildesheim: Olms, 1967, and again 1999 ¢ Géttliche
Liebes-Funken aus dem grossen Feuer der Liebe Gottes
in Christo Jesu entsprungen, Frankfurt, 1698  Das
Geheimnis der gottlichen Sophia oder Weissheit, Be-
schrieben wund besungen, Leipzig, 1700; reprint
Stuttgart-Bad Cannstadt: Frommann-Holzboog 1963
& Der richtigste Weg durch Christum zu Gott; Frank-
furt, 1700 ¢ Historie und Beschreibung der Mystischen
Theologie, oder Gottesgelehrtheit, wie auch deren
alten und neuen Mysticorum, Frankfurt, 1703; reprint
Stuttgart-Bad Cannstadt: Frommann Holzboog, 1965,
and again 1971 and 1969 & Pietist Selected Writings
(Peter C. Erb, ed.), New York: Paulist Press, 1983 (con-
tains, 205-246, several texts by Arnold in English
translation).
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de la Sagesse dans I’Allemagne baroque et piétiste:
A propos du Mystére de la Sophie divine du piétiste
Gottfried Arnold (1700)”, in: Sophia et I'’Ame du
Monde (A. Faivre, ed.), Paris: Albin Michel, 1983,
195-214 ¢ Dietrich Blaufuss & Friedrich Niewohner
(eds.), Gottfried Arnold (1666-1714): Mit einer Bibli-
ographie der Arnold Literatur ab 1714 (Proceedings of
the Conference at the Herzog August Bibliothek in
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Carl Roberts, Gottfried Arnold as a Historian of Chris-
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PIERRE DEGHAYE

Ashmole, Elias, * 23.5.1617 Lichfield,
T 18/19.5.1692 Lambeth

Antiquary. Son of Simon Ashmole, a saddler and
soldier, and Anne Bowyer. Educated at Lichfield
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Grammar School, then privately in London, where
he qualified as an attorney (1640). After the sudden
death of his first wife, Eleanor Manwaring (1603-
1641) and the growing threats of civil war, he left
London for Cheshire, the home of his in-laws. In
1644 Ashmole was appointed an army officer and
Commissioner of Excise (taxes and customs collec-
tor) by the Royalist Parliament, which was then in
exile in Oxford. Ashmole moved to Oxford and
became a member of Brasenose College from 1644-
1646, but did not take a degree. In 1646 he joined
a masonic lodge in Lancashire, in one of the earli-
est known records of speculative > Freemasonry.
Ashmole spent the years 1646-1649 avoiding polit-
ical troubles arising from his royalist loyalty, and
achieving financial security through marriage. His
second wife was Mary Forster, formerly Lady
Manwaring (1597-1668). During the Common-
wealth period, Ashmole spent much time traveling
with friends to country houses and parish chur-
ches, where he would copy inscriptions, records,
and heraldic achievements. Out of this interest in
genealogy and the dignities of ancestors came Ash-
mole’s decision to research and compile a history of
the Order of the Garter, Britain’s first Order of
knighthood.

With the restoration of Charles II (1660), Ash-
mole was well placed for royal favor. He was
appointed Windsor Herald and Comptroller of the
Excise, and became a founding member of the
Royal Society (1660). In 1669 he was made hon-
orary M.D. at Oxford. His third and happiest
marriage (1668) was to Elizabeth Dugdale (1632-
17071), daughter of his friend Sir William Dugdale,
but no children were born alive to them. Ashmole
inherited a large collection of ethnographical and
natural curiosities from the estate of John Trades-
cant (1608-1662), the naturalist, gardener, and
antiquary. In 1675 he offered this collection to
Oxford University, and a purpose-built museum
housing them (now the Museum of the History of
Science) was opened in 1683. It was the first public
museum in Britain. A fire in the Middle Temple
(1679) destroyed much of Ashmole’s library, his
coin and seal collections, and all his notes on
antiquarian subjects. However, at his death a
substantial library of books and manuscripts
remained, which was bequeathed to Oxford’s
Bodleian Library.

Ashmole was a late example of the Renaissance
polymath. Although a member of the Royal Soci-
ety, he never contributed any discovery or inven-
tion in the spirit of the new science. His sciences
were the historical ones of heraldry, genealogy, and
numismatics, and the natural ones of botany and
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medicine. His medicine was also antiquarian, being
a blend of herbalism with old wives’ cures based on
the principles of sympathy and > magic. His magic
was not mysterious or spiritual, but a practical
application of the doctrine of - correspondences
according to which he believed the universe to
work. Ashmole made sigils and talismans in metals
corresponding to the desired planetary influences,
at the appropriate astrological times. Having
learned goldsmiths’ techniques, he would cast mod-
els of rats and insects, which he placed in his house
and garden to repel vermin. His entire outlook on
life was dominated by — astrology. When in Lon-
don, he seldom missed the annual Astrologers’
Feast. Among his closest friends were Sir George
Wharton (1617-1681) and William Lilly (1602-
1681), who did much to keep astrology alive and in
the public eye during a period of waning belief. At
every turn of events — personal, political, financial —
Ashmole would draw a horary chart, connect it with
the nativities of the people or events concerned,
and attempt to predict the outcome for them.

Ashmole’s regard for — alchemy was even less in
tune with his times. He was not a practical, labora-
tory alchemist, but a profound student of alchemi-
cal literature, making an important collection of
old English poems on the subject (Theatrum
Chemicum Britannicum, 1652), including Thomas
Norton’s Ordinall of Alchimy. In his Preface to this
anthology, Ashmole writes of the Philosophical
Mercury and of the various types of Stone in terms
that display his own belief in transmutation. His
mentor in alchemy was William Backhouse (1593-
1662), a landowning gentleman and a collector,
who in 1651 adopted Ashmole as his philosophical
“son”. In 1653 Backhouse, believing himself to be
near death, told Ashmole the true secret of the
Philosopher’s Stone, but no more is known than
that. It seems most probable that the secret was
spiritual, rather than chemical in nature.

Ashmole was also interested in the career and
angelic conversations of ~ John Dee, and returned
to this topic throughout his life. Intending to write
a biography of the Elizabethan magus, Ashmole
collected Dee’s manuscripts and corresponded with
his son, Dr. Arthur Dee (1579-1651). The biogra-
phy was never completed, but in his other writings
Ashmole propagated some lasting legends about
Dee and his assistant Edward Kelley. Ashmole has
done an invaluable service to historians in preserv-
ing the alchemical tradition through his editions,
transcriptions, and the rich collection now in the
Bodleian Library. The memory of the destruction
of the monasteries and their records by Henry VIII,
and the living example of Puritan vandalism, deter-
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mined him in the duty of preserving all he could of
the past. He was above all an antiquarian, and his
philosophical convictions were partly those of a
passing age. Perhaps his most lasting legacy was the
idea of a museum, as a public collection of histori-
cal, exotic, and mind-expanding objects. Thus he
is justly commemorated in Oxford’s Ashmolean
Museum, and in the countless other museums of
which his was the prototype.
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Asiatic Brethren

Hans Heinrich von Ecker und Eckhoffen (1750-
1790), a Bavarian Officer, established two of the
various so-called “fringe-masonic” (in German:
“winkel-maurerischen”) Orders (or Systems) which
flourished in the second half of the 18th century.
The first, called the Ordo Rotae et Aureae Crucis
(The Order of the Wheel and of the Golden Cross)
was founded in 1776. When Adam Weishaupt
had the idea of founding his famous Order of the
Illuminaten shortly afterwards, it was partly as a
reaction against the esoteric orientation of the
O.R.A.C. The latter did not attract many people
and disappeared in 1779. Having been expelled in
1780 from another Order, the Gold- und Rosen-
kreuz (Gold and Rosy Cross) to which he also
belonged, Ecker und Eckhoffen attacked it in a
pamphlet published in 1781 (Der Rosenkreuzer in
seiner Blosse). That year he moved from Munich to
Vienna. Once in Vienna, he laid the foundations of
a second System, the Orden der Ritter und Brider
des Lichts (Order of the Knights and Brethren of
the Light). This was a new, albeit more elaborated
version of the O.R.A.C. It soon took on the name
of Die Briider Sankt Johannes des Evangelisten aus
Asien in Europa (The Brethren of Saint John the
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Evangelist from Asia in Europe), or Asiatische Briider
(Asiatic Brethren). In establishing Orders of his own
(the O.R.A.C. and the Asiatic Brethren), Ecker und
Eckhoffen had followed the trend shared during
that period by many other Masons who claimed to
possess the best esoteric knowledge. In establishing
the Asiatic Brethren, he probably also wanted to
take his revenge on the Gold- und Rosenkreuzer.

Like most Systems with higher degrees (or
“higher grades”), the Asiatic Brethren recruited
among Master Masons (which is the third degree of
Freemasonry proper, and gives access to the higher
ones) already initiated in a regular masonic lodge.
The initiatory organization of the Asiatic Brethren
was comprised of five degrees. The first two were
designed as a kind of introduction to the following
three, namely: 1) The Knights and Brethren of St.
John the Evangelist from Asia in Europe. 2) The
Wise Masters. 3) The Royal Priests, or “True Rosi-
crucians”. The members of all degrees were sup-
posed to “work” by themselves, outside the pale of
the Asiatic Brethren lodge meetings proper