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Abstract

This thesis concerns the means by which the notion of medieval or premodern 

magic (and the occult or hidden) is articulated and theorized within the humanities. 

While anthropology has frequently contended with the issue of magic’s problematic 

agency within scholarly discourse, the historiography of magic has been less self- 

conscious in this regard. Departing from the established discipline of writing “about” 

magic in history, the thesis addresses magic as it relates to the trajectories of 

intellectual history as a whole, with particular reference to a series of crucial themes 

including periodization, representation, performance, the writing of history, and the 

writing of contemporaneity itself. The thesis also engages with the history and 

philosophy of science, and the recently-emerging discipline of science studies. 

Operating within this interdisciplinary framework, it is argued that magic has by 

necessity always been figured as “medieval” in the formulation of the discourses of 

modernity, and that thinking or writing about magic (or attempting to define it) has 

engendered multiple epistemological and aesthetic crises. Through these 

controversies, the idea of magic and the hidden has profoundly unsettled the 

understanding of time and knowledge. The resulting study is intended as a tentative 

investigation of the implications of magic (and the study of magic) for intellectual 

history.



3

Acknowledgements

My warmest appreciation is extended to the staff and students of the Medieval 

Studies research cluster within the School of English, Queen’s University Belfast. The 

cluster’s dynamism and collegiality has provided the ideal environment for graduate 

study.

In particular, my thanks to Dr Ivan Herbison, whose encyclopedism has been a 

source of instruction and inspiration since our first meeting.

Thanks also to my co-supervisor Professor Hugh Magennis, who has 

generously contributed his rigour and integrity to the development of the thesis 

through his perceptive reading and commentary.

My utmost gratitude is due to Dr Stephen Kelly. Without Stephen’s 

supervision, his inexhaustible support, and his intellectual virtuosity, this research 

could not have been attempted.

To Cathryn, my thanks as ever.

The writing of this thesis has been made possible by a doctoral award from the 

Arts and Humanities Research Council.



4

Table of Contents

Introduction 7

Part 1: Disputes 17

1.1- The “Bastard Sister’ 18

1.1.1 Early twentieth-century anthropology: narrative 

and progress

1.1.2 Modern ethnography and magic

1.1.3 Lynn Thorndike: history and science

1.1.4 Keith Thomas and the poetics of decline

1.1.5 Medieval magic: terminology and translation

1.1.6 A defence of magic

1.1.7 Textual criticism and the magical edition

1 .2 -  The Politics of Naming 40

1.2.1 Commensurability and terminology

1.2.2 Ruptures and totalities

1.2.3 Temporal sovereignty

Part 2: Representations 60

2.1 -  Divination and History 61

2.1.1 A confusion of histories

2.1.2 A grammar of the living and the dead

2.1.3 Nigromantia

2.1.4 Desire and the historical conversation



2.1.5 Apocalypsis: there is silence above

2.1.6 The dead’s occult reign

2.2 -  Demonological Aesthetics 75

2.2.1 Something in the air

2.2.2 The terror of dissimulation

2.3 -  Angelic Mediations 87

2.3.1 Twins

2.3.2 The topological rediscovery of presence

Part 3: Performances 100

3.1 -  Ritual Words, Things and Deeds 101

3.1.1 Where is the ritual in ritual magic?

3.1.2 The physiognomy of culture

3.1.3 The book’s body: extraordinary agencies

3.1.4 The body’s book: the production of the magical 

operator

3.2 -  The Practice of Syncretism 134

3.2.1 Leaky orthodoxies

3.2.2 Hazardous authority: the case of Solomon

3.2.3 Towards presence: the impact of Jewish mysticism

3.2.4 Portable potentiality

Part 4: Technologies 163

4 .1 -  The Experimental Act 164

4.1.1 The work of experimentation



6

4.1.2 Who is permitted a rhetoric?

4.1.3 The premodern experiment

4.2 -  Does Magic Work? 193

4.2.1 “Does” magic work? Surveying the moment of 

inquiry

4.2.2 Does “magic” work? Testing the subject

4.2.3 Does magic “work”? The problem of efficacy

Conclusion 235





Introduction

8

How do we enunciate the problems of magic?

The crystal coffin of St Rita, patron saint of impossibilities, is housed at 

Cascia’s summit: the ascent, for a pilgrim in desperate health, is intimidating. This 

Umbrian hill-town, however, has been augmented with a system of motor-driven 

escalators designed to confer her devotees (who have arrived by bus) almost to her 

basilica’s door. Has the encounter with the incorrupt saint been stripped of its 

authenticity by this intervention?

This thesis is not a textual study, nor a work of documentary history. It is, in 

this regard, inauthentic -  if authenticity is to be judged by disciplinary ordeal. It 

arrives bearing no new texts; only those readily available in editions. Neither does it 

discharge this debt with previously unexamined contextual material. It would not be 

unreasonable to expect one or both of these criteria to be fulfilled by a new study of 

premodern magic. This is not, then, such a study: it concerns merely the enunciation 

of magic’s problematic status.

Speaking about magic is one thing; speaking of how we do so is quite another. 

The latter might require us to criss-cross through ethics, politics, history, science and 

literature (all the while risking cross-contamination), making it appear a long and 

uncertain undertaking. Fortunately, if Rita da Cascia has one consolation for those 

who care for impossible causes, it is that even pilgrims might take shortcuts.
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Form

The discursive form adopted by this thesis is not, then, that of the 

historiography of magic. To facilitate the simultaneous multiplication of shortcuts and 

detours required to address its interests, a form must be adopted which is at least as 

capable of addressing contemporary scholarship itself as of approaching premodern 

culture and its tangle of hidden knowledge. The form must be at home with rhetoric, 

and reflexive with regard to the rhetoric of its disciplines. The aspiration of this form 

is intellectual history.

If the form of the thesis is not consistently recognizable as that of intellectual 

history, this is perhaps because it dwells extensively on the situation of its own 

discipline and the histories of its own ways of knowing (is this, then, an intellectual 

archaeology?). It has been structured as a sequence of nine related essays on four 

themes: “Disputes,” “Representations,” “Performances” and “Technologies.” This 

thematic design allows for pertinent issues to be addressed as needed (with 

contextualization where appropriate), and facilitates the coherence of the thesis 

without forcing the material to conform to a given historical narrative -  indeed, the 

politics of such narratives will be a significant preoccupation.

Textual scope

This study places more weight on the investigation of present scholarship and 

its presuppositions, borrowings and inheritances than on the collection of sources 

from the Middle Ages. In this sense, “medievalism” is more thematically apt than



“the medieval” for the purposes of the thesis. The foregrounding of periodization, 

narration, and classification as rhetorically-charged human activities (and not a priori 

constituents of historiographic method) is a useful effect of this reflexivity, since 

magic seems always to be rhetorically implicated; always serving or dissolving a 

polemical position (sometimes more than one, in fact).

Performing this task responsibly requires a destabilization of the categories of 

“primary” and “secondary” material. In the first instance we must be willing to apply 

the rigorous hermeneutics usually reserved for the former to the latter. Fortunately, 

this movement is already underway in the manner in which we make use of 

“theoretical” texts, as Bruce Holsinger notes in The Premodem Condition:

As theory continues its steady migration from critical provocation to the 

hallowed status of the primary source, we may find new and unexpected 

answers to many of the current disputes over the historical shape of our 

disciplines in the very historical preoccupations that informed some of 

theory’s own most pressing engagements with the past. (6)

However, a text need not be avowedly theoretical to permit such insights. The work of 

historiography, it is too often assumed, is transparent: the narrative qua narrative and 

its politics recede from the reader, and it is only in the formulation of theory (rare 

among historiographers) that the discourse in question may be read as artifice. To 

resist this tendency would mean reading historiography as though it were the 

formulation of a theory, with or without its compliance.

The reverse movement is also possible. If the scholar is conventionally 

prohibited from self-addressing, “primary” texts are maintained as being capable of 

nothing more than referential inwardness. The designation of “primary,” which seems

10



to confer so much esteem, in fact silences the text -  it becomes e s o te r ic If scholars 

are to be reflexive in their construction of history, so texts must be permitted their 

exotericism ; their outwardness. This is not an abstract or unfamiliar concept: 

medievalists are experienced, for instance, in reading commentaries as both primary 

and secondary texts.

In light of these considerations, the scope of this thesis must be thematically 

rather than chronologically delimited. As expressed above, the study addresses 

“medievalism” -  the rhetorical and political means by which “the medieval” is 

constituted, recognized and appropriated -  rather than simply “the Middle Ages.” 

Resistance to the elision of mediating discourses between the contemporary critic and 

the medieval is not, then, solely a methodological gesture, but will also be a thematic 

preoccupation of the thesis as a whole. The idea of medieval magic does not appear 

without critical assistance, and since this assistance is self-eliding it is necessary in 

turn to aid its appearance. This does not lead to an inevitable circularity (any more 

than archaeology, material or intellectual, is circular), but rather has the effect of 

increasing our awareness of the context from which we pose our questions, and so 

increasing the quality of these questions. If the study of premodern magic is 

archaeologized in this fashion, and if occult traditions are granted their exotericism, it 

is likely that a diversification of critical material will be required.

To this end, the idea of the occult will be followed across the humanities and 

social sciences. As will become clear, the constraining presences of medievalism and 

the medieval are, in fact, powerful means for interrogating the relationship between 

discipline, historical period, and magic (which is, after all, archetypically premodern 

in rationalist discourse).

1 See Michel de Certeau, The Writing o f  History for an examination of the vocality of the past.
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Thematic structure

The first division of the thesis, “Disputes,” will begin with a review of the 

place of magic in two main areas: twentieth-century anthropology and recent 

historiography (with particular emphasis on the medieval) -  in the chapter “The 

‘Bastard Sister.’” This approach will involve a survey element combined with a 

methodological investigation, and the chapter will also consider the points of contact 

between ethnography and the historico-textual study of magic from the time of the 

“Cambridge School” of anthropology through to present-day research. One group of 

questions that is impossible to avoid in reading these scholarly texts is that pertaining 

to the definition of magic. Several of the questions that constitute this group may be 

expressed as follows:

1. What do we, in speaking of magic in relation to the Middle Ages (or any given 

historical period), mean by magic in the first place?

2. Do scholars and other writers in different cultures and/or from different 

historical periods mean different things in talking about magic?

3. Can anthropology, which deals principally with contemporary cultures, have 

anything relevant to say about the magic of temporally distant cultures?

4. Likewise, do historical and historiographic definitions of magic (which may 

themselves conflict) offer anything of value to ethnographers?

These are questions of terminology and commensurability, but they are also 

inescapably questions of disciplinarity.

The implications of these terminological problems will be explored further in 

Chapter 1.2 (“The Politics of Naming”). Here, the issue of commensurability (or 

incommensurability) will be shown as the source of much methodological anxiety



over cultural sensitivity, “historical colonialism” and, most powerfully, terminological 

anachronism (the use of terms in a way that violates the parameters of their “native” 

usage in the historical period or cultural context in question). The notion of 

periodization itself, as an enabling mechanism for some of these judgements, must 

also be interrogated in order to contextualize fully the intellectual positions taken by 

many of those working in the historiography of magic. These controversial topics will 

lead us to consider the theorization of the epistemological structure of history (and, 

reciprocally, the historical structure of epistemology) as articulated by philosophers of 

science such as Gaston Bachelard, Thomas Kuhn and Michel Serres, and historians in . 

the Annales tradition. The “archaeologies” of Michel Foucault, with their focus on the 

constitution of the historical episteme, will also form an invaluable point of reference 

in this context.

Having set out (though, importantly, not resolved) the problematic nature of 

magic’s discursive construction and the associated predicaments of historical 

knowledge, I will move to reframe some of these ideas with specific reference to 

divinatory theory and practice in “Divination and History,” the first chapter of the 

thesis’s second division (“Representations”). These issues will require a more 

nuanced explication of anachronism and its divergent senses, through attending to its 

etymological and conceptual emergence. Furthermore, by considering historiographic 

practice together with that of necromancers and diviners, I will attempt to draw out 

some of the “occult” underpinnings of historiography and of the philosophy of 

history. Likewise, the models of history implied by or relied upon by heterogeneous 

forms of magic and divination will emerge as a legitimate and necessary concern for 

inquiry.
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This chapter will also explore the complex means by which the relationship 

between the living and dead has been structured in historiography, magic and 

philosophy. As will become clear, the “necromantic” strands within the disciplines of 

history and literary studies lead us towards theology, whereby the desire to make 

contact with the dead (and to seek present enlightenment from their discourses) has at 

its core a kind of eschatology: a concern with the “last things.” In addition, the notion 

of the politics of periodization as outlined in chapter 1.2 (and as thematized by 

historian Constantin Fasolt in The Limits o f History) will be revisited, paying 

particular attention to the power exerted by the dead over the living, and the ways in 

which this exigency has been expressed in pertinent critical writing. Above all, this 

chapter will foreground the association between the writing of history and the occult 

practice of communion with the dead, together with the related (and disputed) issue of 

the very possibility of historical representation.

I will then turn to another crisis of representation in western thought: that of 

the reliability of the senses. While this appears at first to be a purely philosophical 

problem, it will become apparent that some seminal statements of scepticism over the 

senses’ capacity for true mediation of the external world have been framed explicitly 

in terms of demonology. In discussing the Neoplatonic tradition appropriated by 

Augustine and the “meditations” and thought-experiments of Descartes, the 

historically demonic character of sensory access to the world will be made plain. This 

invites the consideration of the role of demonic magic, which seems to enter willingly 

into a framework of potential deception -  in this sense, the conjuring of a demon is a 

phenomenological wager; the magician trusts in the protective apparatus of ritual in 

order to resist the sensory infiltrations described by Augustine and subsequently taken 

up by Descartes. In tracing Augustine’s condemnations of magic and contact with

14



demons, we will find a striking link with the Platonic proscription of the 

representational arts, particularly poetry and dramatic performance. By flirting with 

the “terror” of dissimulation, these arts have embraced the hazardous potentiality 

within representational artifice for both deception and revelation.

If Augustinian demonology provides a means of reading the representational 

problems both of the occult and of philosophy, what of its angelic counterpart? 

Premodern magic is as desirous of communion with angels as with demons, and it is 

not sufficient simply to render these as “white” and “black” variations on the same 

principle, despite the original unity of angels and demons in the daimones of 

Platonism. In chapter 2.3, “Angelic Mediations,” we will encounter the efforts within 

medieval Christian culture (undoubtedly influenced by Jewish mysticism in this 

regard) to establish reliable mediation with the divine. Risking deception or delusion 

once again, and ignoring the strict cautions of Augustine on Christ’s unique status as 

mediator, the operator of angelic magic makes contact with celestial agencies in order 

to approach (or simply witness) the presence of God. Yet, as Aquinas admits, even 

angels are sometimes not fully aware of the divine purpose, and so the celestial 

hierarchy can be a constellation of interferences and noise -  like the demonic exordo, 

a system of potential illusion and revelation. What, then, are we to make of magic 

which aims to exploit this hierarchy?

The third division of the thesis, “Performances,” will begin with an 

examination in chapter 3.1 of the ambiguous nature of ritual in textual and 

ethnographic scholarship, and the implications of this ambiguity for studying 

medieval ritual magic. Can we ever access performance through mere text? What of 

performances which require scripts for their proper execution? These questions cut 

across disciplines, and challenge us to determine how we might write about ritual at

15



all without “reading” well beyond the apparent limits of the performance.

Furthermore, the chapter will consider to what extent the practice of medieval ritual 

magic as it is textually encoded is also materially represented by the survival of the 

magical book, which seems to implicate itself in many of the rituals it prescribes. A 

further elaboration of this idea will be offered, in which rituals are made possible by 

the “occult” cooperation of non-human actors with the body of the human operator, 

whose utterances, movements, sleep and feeding may all be determined by the 

demands of the ritual text.

Continuing the themes of performance and ritual, chapter 3.2 will assess the 

extent to which premodern magical rituals may be seen as enactments of syncretism 

(whether considered in appropriative or transconfessional- terms) for highly 

specialized purposes (the production of a desired effect, whether earthly or 

revelatory). In particular, the chapter will consider the role of Jewish traditions 

(Solomonic and mystical) in the construction of specific kinds of formulae found in 

medieval magical rituals, as well as the magical use of Christian textual amulets 

resembling Jewish phylacteries.

The final division, “Technologies,” addresses the often turbulent association

between magic and science. In chapter 4.1, the “experimental” character of magic is

reflected upon, taking in Lynn Thorndike’s History o f Magic and Experimental

Science, more recent studies of the experimental and alchemical work of Robert

Boyle, research in the culture of mechanical wonder in Byzantine and medieval

Europe, and the kinds of “labour” one might expect to find performed in the

laboratory contexts of experimentalism. This focus on “work” and demonstration will

lead in the succeeding chapter to an extended consideration of the question haunting

2 That is, in a manner which suggests functional movement between established -  and often officially 
incommensurable -  liturgical or theological traditions.
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the study of magic in the humanities: does magic work? By breaking the question 

down into its component parts and considering the institutional and disciplinary 

context in which it is posed, its deeply inadequate and rhetorically overdetermined 

status will finally be delineated. This pars destruens, however, will enable us to 

recognize the context of the question’s asking (particularly within the academic 

humanities), and its stakes for the academy in general. In particular, theory itself will 

surface as an important stakeholder, and the ethnographic relation of theory to 

efficacy will prove important.

While the essays that constitute this thesis are connected, they do not offer a 

single narrative trajectory. Rather, they aim to generate a “layered” recognition of the 

intellectual subtleties, difficulties and -  most importantly -  consequences of the study 

of magic.

17
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1.1 -  The “Bastard Sister”

I must plunge again and again in the water of doubt.

(Ludwig Wittgenstein, Remarks on the Golden Bough 1)

It is only through an overview of the scholarly writings on magic that have 

emerged in the twentieth- and twenty-first centuries that we can move on to a new 

project within what Michel de Certeau calls the field of “heterologies”.1 To arrive at 

this vantage point, I will first present a brief account of anthropological work 

addressing issues of magic in cultures contemporaneous to the individual 

ethnographies,2 then introduce a range of historical and literary scholarship that deals 

with magic in specifically medieval contexts.

The importance of anthropology to this study lies in its mandate of attempting 

to understand or illuminate (if we might take the word in a loaded “Enlightenment” 

sense) cultures that are often to some extent “other,” even if this means trying to view 

the “viewing” culture as a kind of other (the latter movement -  which requires an 

“inward turn” of sorts -  is more characteristic of recent ethnography, however ).

From the beginning of twentieth-century anthropology, it is possible to discern a 

desire for these cultures to “make sense” (we need not be weighed down with 

questions of rationality at this point) both according to their own rules and, via 

whatever translations are necessary, to the anthropologist and their own culture -

1 See Heterologies: Discourse on the Other and The Writing o f  History.

2 In outlining this context, I will draw substantially on the lucid account in Tambiah 16-110.

3 See Clifford and Marcus, Writing Culture: The Poetics and Politics o f  Ethnography for an explication 
of ethnography’s revised role in the academy and in the representation of cultural contact.



importantly, one that includes and informs their institutional or professional 

mechanisms for reception, evaluation and publication. The question of magic brings 

intriguing nuances to this disciplinary framework, as will be observed.

1.1.1 -  Early twentieth-century anthropology: narrative and progress

Another anthropological desire dominates the classic ethnographic accounts of 

the first half of the twentieth-century, deriving of course from the previous century’s 

legacy of evolutionary thought. In a figure like James Frazer,4 we have not a specialist 

in fieldwork or “life-cycle” anthropology, but rather a weaver of an ethnographic 

tapestry. The confrontation of European power with “savage” societies spoke to 

Frazer of a larger, macro-anthropological scheme that could then be narrativized by 

ethnographers in evolutionary terms. In this way, the “savages” of colonial discourse 

became a proper object of study precisely when they became a window into the 

prehistory of western civilization.

Frazer’s classic multivolume work The Golden Bough: A Study in Magic and 

Religion is revealing in its treatment of magic; using it as one marker of a primitive 

society and then making transhistorical structural analogies that in turn become the 

apparatus of measurement, laying multiple cultures in parallel with their markings 

giving an impression of some kind of offset. Should we doubt the extent of this

4 1 focus on Frazer here because of his popular significance and the scope of his material. His 
counterpart Edward Tylor, undoubtedly of greater importance to the history of anthropology as a 
discipline, is dealt with thoroughly in Tambiah 42-64. For my purposes, however, Frazer is a useful 
example for his mechanistic conception of magic and his insistence on its link with primitive animism. 
In addition, his work will prove interesting in historiographic terms when considered later in relation to 
historical and literary scholarship on magic. This relevance means that my discussion of his approach 
here is somewhat more extensive than the others to follow.
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agenda, an example from The Golden Bough's first volume, The Magic Art and the 

Evolution o f Kings, will prove helpful:

To the savage the world in general is animate, and trees and plants are no 

exception to the rule. He thinks that they have souls like his own, and he treats 

them accordingly. T hey  say,’ writes the ancient vegetarian Porphyry, ‘that 

primitive men led an unhappy life, for their superstition did not stop at animals 

but extended even to plants. For why should the slaughter of an ox or a sheep 

be a greater wrong than the felling of a fir or an oak, seeing that a soul is 

implanted in these trees also?’ Similarly, the Hidatsa Indians of North 

America believe that every natural object has its spirit, or to speak more 

properly, its shade. (12)

Here, we can clearly discern the character of Frazer’s well-known preoccupation with 

“animism” as a kind of pre-philosophical worldview. Importantly, his ideas about 

magic are bound to animism and are similarly homogenizing, placing magic as 

symptomatic of a pre-scientific mentality -  exactly the kind of anthropological 

position that is opposed by more recent ethnographers and sociologists, some of 

whom take great care to signal their distance from Frazer’s methodological 

framework, and from

[t]he ... preconception ... that magic, and ritual with an intentional goal, is 

based upon a theory, upon which the ritualist acts to achieve certain goals. At 

its most explicit, this assumption takes shape as a direct comparison between 

scientific theory and indigenous practice, with an elaborate sketch of the 

intricate theoretical permutations in the traditional preliterate religion. 

Primitive man becomes amateur scientist. (Luhrmann 9)
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This alignment of magic (of any sort and from any culture in history) with science 

allows Frazer to cement the colonial aspect of his work through a “confident and 

strident confrontation of magic with a positivistic conception of science” (Tambiah 

Religion, Science, Magic 52). However, in Frazer’s view it also sets magic against 

religion in much the same way that science had been in the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries, and it is precisely this arrangement that leads him to place magic as the 

earliest system of thought, religion as the second “stage,” and science as the final and 

most elevated. These of course correspond to and narrate the “stages from barbarism 

to civilization” (Frazer 1), granting the western anthropologist of 1911 an 

authoritative perspective on the stages leading up to his own culture’s Scientific Age 

and validating his pronouncements on the evolutionary achievements of contemporary 

primitives. It is the inevitable erroneousness of magical practice in Frazer’s system 

which provoked Wittgenstein to demand, in his Remarks on the Golden Bough: “Was 

Augustine mistaken, then, when he called on God on every page of the Confessions!” 

( 1).

At the risk of constructing a different kind of developmental history, we will 

now turn briefly to the more nuanced approaches to issues of magic pioneered by the 

Polish anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski, whose work on the Trobriand islanders 

reformulated prevailing Victorian attitudes to magic and culture into a project that 

was moderately more sensitive to the performativity of ritual acts. Tambiah 

summarizes that for Malinowski science was a “profane” activity, while magic 

grouped with religion belonged to the “sacred domain,” freeing it from mechanistic 

systems of causality, within which magic would always seem -  as it did to Frazer -  a 

category of “mistakes” . If a magical ritual has no effect whatsoever, there would be 

no reason for its continued iteration -  so for an anthropologist like Malinowski, the
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goal is to investigate what is achieved by magic outside the pseudo-scientific realm of 

experiment. Generalizing from his extensive fieldwork experiences, he came to 

believe that magic (of any sort, but principally that which he observed among the 

Trobrianders) could fulfil symbolic functions, “one psychological and the other 

sociological” (Tambiah 72). Writing about the magic of nut growth in the Trobriand 

Islands, Malinowski remarks on this functionality with specific regard to the magical 

taboo of picking unripe nuts:

Looked at from the outside point of view, it is clear that magic is an essential 

part of this institution. It is in fact the real incentive to keeping the taboo, to 

making the natives alive to it. It is the magic which enables the chief to impose 

a period of irksome restraint when arbitrary authority might be insufficient. It 

is the belief in magic combined with the desire for a sufficient supply of nuts 

for ceremonial purposes which gives the motive to individuals. Magic is, 

therefore, here as in many other activities the organising force, both 

psychologically and socially. It provides the motive, the justification and the 

outward actions which give validity to the prohibition.5 (309-10)

1.1.3 -  Modern anthropology and magic

When the wave of evolutionist thought subsided, anthropology became 

considerably more self-conscious as a discipline. Similarly, individual ethnographers 

began to consider their own positions with a certain degree of reflexivity, a trend that

5 M alinowski’s idea of magical belief as a legitimating force for “arbitrary authority” (310) is 
suggestive when compared with the work of Michel de Certeau on belief; see for example “Believing 
and Making People Believe.”
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Tambiah sees beginning (along with the emergence of relativism as an important 

anthropological principle) in the work of the sociologist and philosopher Lucien 

Levy-Bruhl and continuing into the most recent examples of ethnography. 

Interestingly, however, the popularity of magic as a topic for anthropological study 

together with its eminence as a cultural force have waned as anxieties about alterity 

have become more prominent -  it would seem that magic, in its attachment to the 

evolutionary or colonial varieties of anthropology, has shared in their breakdown. 

Indeed, writers have tended since the 1980s to look within western culture itself for 

fresh forms of magical belief (part of anthropology’s broad turn inward from the mid

twentieth century), their scope including countercultures and what have until recently 

been called subcultures.

In Persuasions o f the Witch’s Craft: Ritual Magic and Witchcraft in Present- 

Day England (the title giving away something of its inevitable obsolescence given its 

publication in 1989), T.M. Luhrmann poses many of the questions that concerned 

earlier generations of anthropologists in relation to groups of practitioners located 

closer to home. Of course, it can be argued that this is an entirely separate 

phenomenon from those reported by earlier ethnographers, but to an extent this is 

irrelevant -  the point is, we still feel that this should be called “magic,” and so it 

raises many of the same issues of rationality and reasonableness.6 Indeed, Luhrmann’s 

title “Persuasions o f the Witch’s Craft” refers not to “types of witchcraft,” but 

primarily to “the persuasiveness of witchcraft”:

Why do people find magic persuasive? This, the main theme of the book, has 

been a central problem in social anthropology since the earliest days of the
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believe this to be an association worth interrogating.



discipline. It arose because magical rituals seem to be intended to do things 

which, observers say, they cannot possibly achieve. How do practitioners 

continue to practise in the face of constant failure? They perform rituals which 

seem to be about producing an effect, and yet the indigenous natives perform 

the rituals generation after generation. Explaining this puzzle has been the 

major task of the anthropology of religion, for at the bottom of the puzzle, at 

its inmost core, lies the issue of how people believe in a god whose existence 

cannot be proven to an unbeliever’s satisfaction. (8)

Luhrmann’s comparison here might be refigured in the question “is religion bad 

science?” While religion fails to “be” scientific -  because it is not falsifiable -  it 

cannot fail “as” science precisely for that reason. Magic complicates this, of course 

(and premodern magic even more so), since there is -  and has long been -  

considerable uncertainty over the claims it seems to make for itself. The controversial 

issue of magic’s status in relation to science and scientific method will be considered 

in Part 3 of this thesis. While these themes require elaboration elsewhere, it is 

important to recognize some of the categories that have been especially problematic 

for anthropologists and sociologists over the last century.

I will now turn to the disciplines of history and literary studies, which have 

come to magic as a topic for investigation fairly late (even when we consider the 

relative youth of literary studies) -  indeed, it is possible to argue that the 

Enlightenment, viewed in the Foucauldian mode as a reconfiguration of the episteme, 

was required to give full legitimacy to the scrutiny of “superstitions”. As is 

appropriate given the capacity for more directly pertinent material within these 

disciplines, I will here narrow my scope to those works that give attention to magic in 

the Middle Ages.
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1.1.4 -  Lynn Thorndike: history and science

In twentieth-century historiography, one of the most significant studies 

involving magic is undoubtedly Lynn Thorndike’s History o f Magic and 

Experimental Science. This eight-volume work still serves as a reference for many 

scholars working on magic simply because of the sheer bulk of its material, yet it is 

neither widely available nor universally praised, with Claire Fanger noting:

As all such rich and ambitious works must be, Thorndike’s History is riddled 

with errors, false leads, gaps in, and misconstructions of, the evidence. This 

should be seen as no serious discredit to Thorndike, as anyone who has had 

the humbling experience of extracting evidence even from much smaller 

quantities of manuscript material will know. It is likely that Thorndike’s 

History will remain useful for many years to come. Yet it should also be plain 

that brief or fragmentary synopses of texts written by a scholar whose primary 

interest was in tracing the roots of experimental science are insufficient as a 

basis upon which to construct an accurate or balanced history of ritual 

practice. (“Medieval Ritual Magic” x)

Clearly, outdated or incomplete philological work presents difficulties for 

contemporary scholars wishing to begin interpretive work on magical texts -  

especially when many of these are inaccessible in edited or translated forms. 

Thorndike’s opus gives some indication as to the range of material that survives in 

manuscript, but is not interested in magic for its own sake, but rather in relation to a 

documentary narrative that was to be published under the auspices of the History of
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Science Society. Its significance in this area will be discussed in more detail in 

chapter 4.1, “The Experimental Act.”

1.1.5 -  Keith Thomas and the poetics of decline

Having sketched the evolutionary preoccupations of some early twentieth-

century anthropologists, it is interesting to consider the case of Keith Thomas’s

influential 1971 work Religion and the Decline o f Magic: Studies in Popular Beliefs

in Sixteenth and Seventeenth Century England. In the context of Frazer’s insistence

on the progression from magic through religion to science, Thomas’s title begins to

look like a fragment of the developmental model. To validate his conception of the

early modern period as a turning away from the pagan past, Thomas requires the

Middle Ages to be resolutely “magical”. To accomplish this, he subordinates the

religious aspects of medieval ecclesiastical practice in his early chapter “The Magic of

the Medieval Church” (25), which explores traditions ranging from miracle-working

(26) to material inscriptions, including the wax agnus dei (31). In a sense, Thomas’s

characterization of the medieval church is also one of Catholicism, and his transition

is to some extent complicit with the Reformation and its role as a periodizing

threshold. The dual characteristics of historiographic detail and methodological

haziness emanate from Thomas’s premise, wherein he fails to probe the word magic

or even address the problem of its definition. Magic is self-evident for Thomas, and is

thus expected to be so for the reader -  yet if my contentions (that magic is often

rooted in modern epistemological contingency) are tenable, Religion and the Decline

7 A general methodological survey of the history of science can be found in John Pickstone, Ways o f  
Knowing: A New Technology o f  Science, Technology and Medicine.
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o f Magic is exactly the kind of work that requires a self-conscious explication of its 

terminology. Under the rubric “magic,” Thomas groups the veneration of saints and 

images (29) and the habitual making of the Sign of the Cross (34), as well as the use 

of holy water for the relief of sickness (32). While Thomas rarely discusses the role of 

Catholics in post-Reformation England, one account he includes in the same chapter 

(“The Magic of the Medieval Church”) is telling:

The Devil, it was agreed, was allergic to holy water, and wherever his 

influence was suspected it was an appropriate remedy. In the reign of 

Elizabeth I, Widow Wiseman, later a Catholic martyr, threw holy water at her 

persecutor, Topcliffe, whose horse thereupon flung him to the ground. 

Topcliffe raged against her, ‘calling her an old witch, who by her charms had 

made his horse to lay him on the ground, but ... she with good reason laughed 

to see that holy water had given him such a fall’. Here, as Protestant 

commentators were to urge, the distinction between magic and religion was an 

impossibly fine one. (33)

Here, Thomas relegates without qualification this sixteenth-century instance of 

“superstition” to the category of “the medieval,” revealing a highly suspect historico- 

political agenda. In this narrative, an unbreakable bond is made between the medieval, 

the Catholic, and the magical.

When Thomas comes to describe the “replacement” of magic with science, he 

claims that magic lost its power because it could not be verified experimentally -  this 

is inadequate, however, as it fails to account for the persuasiveness of magic in the 

centuries preceding the “dissolution” of the “union of magic and science” (644).

There are many assumptions underlying Thomas’s conclusions, which I will take 

some time to discuss. One of his assumptions is that magic (implicitly medieval) was
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a cohesive, causality-based worldview that performed a similar role to the systems of 

scientific experiment that came to prominence in the early modern period. In order for 

magic to be replaced with “verifiable” experimentation, these two options must be on 

some level isomorphic. To many critical writers writing after Thomas, this 

identification is highly questionable and makes the medieval practitioner of magic, in 

Luhrmann’s words, an “amateur scientist” (9).

When Thomas states that “Sir Isaac Newton’s secret alchemical investigations 

are a reminder that the change was not accomplished overnight,” it is admission of a 

sort that a few “increasingly cranky” (644) scientists engaged with esoteric traditions 

after the Renaissance watershed. What he does not account for is the influence that 

these traditions exerted on culturally prominent figures from John Dee to Aleister

o
Crowley. Similarly, Thomas underestimates the status of scientific investigation in 

the Middle Ages, giving little consideration to the technological achievements of the 

“twelfth-century renaissance” or the role of the sciences in scholastic philosophy -  

despite his concession that a model of “scientific revolution” is problematized by the 

practices of “too many ‘rationalists’ before, too many believers afterwards” (647). 

Primarily, the book’s narrative concerns the means by which the progress of religion 

and science in early modernity “robbed the old magical systems of their capacity to 

satisfy the educated elite” (Thomas 645). The chronological stratification necessary to 

Thomas’s case, however, repeats the ethnographic coercion of magic into a fixed 

system of religion and science, in which it is made variously a precursor, a 

subordinate or an intermediary.

While Thomas’s documentary scholarship is impressive and his argument 

compelling, Religion and the Decline o f Magic fails to demonstrate sensitivity to the

8 For a readable review of the movements in question, see David S. Katz, The Occult Tradition.
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range of issues that magic raises and to the diversity of magical “genres”. In 

particular, his treatment of ritual magic is casual and naive, perhaps because it 

unsettles the idea that magic is simply a failure of understanding, that “science and 

technology . . . make magic redundant” (648). The challenges presented by ritual 

magic, however, would be taken up by more recent scholars who, determined to 

complexify the source-based approaches of Thorndike and Thomas, set out new 

methods for the documentation and interpretation of medieval magical practice.

1.1.6 -  Medieval magic: terminology and translation

One response to Thomas’s work that acknowledges the problems of definition 

can be found in the work of Richard Kieckhefer, one of the most prominent scholars 

of medieval magic writing in the last few decades. In his “Foreword to the Canto 

Edition” of Magic in the Middle Ages, he alludes to the limitations of Religion and the 

Decline o f Magic:

It is . . . problematic . . .  to speak of the ‘magic of the medieval Church,’ 

whether one means by that to be critical of or sympathetic with the practices in 

question. Blessings and exorcisms, use of ‘sacramentals’ such as holy water 

and images, veneration of relics, travelling to pilgrimage shrines in the 

expectation of miracles -  all these forms of religion may seem to a modern eye 

indistinguishable from magic. But when medieval clerics used the term 

‘magic’ (and they were the chief users of that term), or when the laity used 

other, parallel terms such as ‘sorcery,’ they were referring to practices that 

they believed could work, and if we are to comprehend their culture it is
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important for us to know precisely how they supposed those practices worked. 

If we confuse what they called blessings with what they called magic, we are 

not listening attentively to what they had to say about their conception of the 

world, (x-xi)

Kieckhefer’s suggestion that we use “definitions derived from medieval culture in 

preference to modern definitions imposed on that culture” is appealing and provides a 

useful counterpoint to Thomas, but introduces its own complications. Kieckhefer’s 

attack on the historical methodology of Religion and the Decline o f Magic is 

predicated on an anxiety over the historian’s capacity to contaminate the past with 

“presentness”.

The idea that we should engage with another culture “on its own terms,” 

plainly drawn from ethnographic traditions, certainly has merit. However, it might 

also be seen as compromising the intricate processes of translation (literal and 

philosophical) that are often overlooked by historians and literary critics.9 In leaving 

the modern use of “magic” unquestioned, Kieckhefer represses it and bypasses its 

potential for generating discursive epistemological criticism. This is entirely 

understandable within his historiographic remit, but for our purposes it would be 

hasty to skip to a “medievalized” taxonomy without interrogating the one that has 

induced Kieckhefer’s discomfort. This problem is highlighted in the introduction to 

Magic in the Middle Ages, entitled “Magic as a Crossroads”. Here, Kieckhefer sets 

magic up in the traditional way as “a point of intersection between religion and 

science” (1). Yet, by his own standards, we should be using religion and science in 

their medieval senses in order to be fully sensitive to their nuances -  a difficult task
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given that religion (Latin religio)w had more specifically monastic connotations for 

many centuries, and that science (scientia\ “knowledge”)11 had not yet acquired a 

formal body of methods (at least, not one we would recognize). The programme of 

recuperation implicit in Kieckhefer’s criticism, then, is not necessarily practicable 

when generalized to a whole vocabulary, but is undoubtedly founded on a sound 

scholarly desire to preserve the integrity of medieval culture.

Following on from this, and returning to Kieckhefer’s “Foreword” (forewords 

and introductions are often the exclusive repositories of methodological exposition in 

works on magic), we encounter a statement that reignites the issues of rationality, 

contingency and alterity that emerged early on in this discussion:

We cannot begin with the assumption that magic is irrational; we must ask 

ourselves why it was that for people whose rationality was otherwise 

unimpeachable it seemed to fit into a rational view of the universe, and the 

first step towards answering this question is listening to their formulations, 

their definitions. {Magic in the Middle Ages xi)

Here Kieckhefer seems to exhibit a certain ambivalence -  and justifiably so (as we 

have seen, rationality is a vast and treacherous area). First, he steers away from the 

irrationality of magic, but the description “otherwise unimpeachable” flags up magic 

as an intellectual anomaly and “seemed to fit” (xi) conclusively essentializes 

rationality as transhistorical. Sensitively and discreetly, Kieckhefer thus reaffirms that 

magic is a mistake. Perhaps, however, the fact that we do not generally identify with 

this problematic rationality should be taken neither as a crippling ethnographic

10 While the full etymology of religion is uncertain, its earliest sense is given by the Oxford English 
Dictionary as “A state of life bound by monastic vows; the condition of one who is a member of a 
religious o rder...” (OED).

11 The Oxford English Dictionary provides the following etymology: “a. F. science = Pr. sciensa, Sp. 
ciencia, Pg. sciencia, It. scienza, ad. L. scientia knowledge, f. scient-em, pr. pple. of scire to know” 
(OED).
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disadvantage, nor as evidence of a grandiose evolutionary superiority. Rather, it is our 

(only) point of contact -  in short, this shattering of epistemology makes magic 

“magic”. The role of magic in these questions of historical access, and Kieckhefer’s 

position on terminology, will be considered more thoroughly in Chapter 1.2.

The terminological and methodological issues sketched above do not reflect 

unfavourably on Kieckhefer, but instead present a playing-out of the problems of 

magic in the discourses of heterologies. Indeed, Kieckhefer’s final terminological 

policy is workable and consistent with his early remarks about “listening to 

[medieval] formulations” {Magic in the Middle Ages xi):

In this book, then, the term “magic” will be used for those phenomena which 

intellectuals would have recognized as either demonic or natural magic. That 

which makes an action magical is the type of power it invokes: if it relies on 

divine action or the manifest powers of nature it is not magical, while if it uses 

demonic aid or occult powers in nature it is magical. (14)

While this can of course be problematized, the clarity of this position is appropriate to 

the general readership trajectory of Magic in the Middle Ages.12 The rigour and 

usefulness of Kieckhefer’s work is clearly demonstrated in Forbidden Rites: A 

Necromancer’s Manual o f the Fifteenth Century (1997). Here, he constructs a critical 

edition of Bavarian State Library MS Clm 849, fusing translations, commentary, 

transcription of the Latin text and images of the magical diagrams present in the 

manuscript. The specificity of the project allows for what Thorndike’s History does 

not -  the provision of an archaeological toolbox of material for scholars of magic to 

work with. In addition, the nature of the ritual magic under scrutiny allows the text to 

confound evolutionary or mechanistic descriptions of magic, the exuberance of the

12 “I have written for an undergraduate audience” (Kieckhefer, Magic in the Middle Ages xiv).
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conjurations and the textual self-styling conspiring with issues of genre to reveal the 

powerlessness of criticism in the mode of Keith Thomas to articulate the ritual and 

cultural aspects of a work of this type.

1.1.7 -  A defence of magic

Terminology appears again in Chapter 1 of Valerie Flint’s 1991 study The 

Rise o f Magic in Early Medieval Europe. The title, of course, immediately suggests 

Flint’s completion of Thomas’s logic of decline, but the aims of this book are not so 

easy to define. Immediately, Flint establishes a rough definition of magic that does 

little to remedy the confusion of earlier work:

Magic may be said to be the exercise of preternatural control over nature by 

human beings, with the assistance of forces more powerful than they. This 

combination of human and superhuman power will sometimes employ strange 

instruments and is always liable to produce remarkable and unaccustomed 

results. Thus we may expect an element of the irrational, and of the mysterious 

too, in a process that deserves to be called magical. (3)

The laissez-faire impressionism of this classification has value of a kind, but mainly 

the kind that allows Flint to continue with her enquiry unhindered. The fact that it 

serves her well, however, should alert us to the haziness of our view of magic -  and 

we should not be deceived into supposing that it occupied a firmer position in 

medieval thought. The consequences of this leniency are acknowledged when Flint 

addresses the referential scope of “magic” :
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. . .  in choosing a single modern English word as a starting point, and one so 

loosely employed as this often is, one inevitably does some damage; damage 

not merely to the variety of the ways in which magic was defined and 

perceived within the period under present scrutiny, but to a whole host of other 

concerns, especially pressing to historians and anthropologists, about how 

magic is meaningfully to be defined and discussed. . . .  I can only plead that 

magic is helpful as a sounding word for the exploration of the many ways in 

which a hopeful belief in preternatural control reached the early Middle Ages. 

It has been chosen as a way into a time, and as one approach to sensibilities 

that were preoccupied to an extraordinary degree with the preternatural, and 

which had some surprisingly subtle and socially sensitive uses for it. That it is 

terminologically difficult to do so I readily agree. (5-6)

Flint’s book is devoted to revealing a binary system that treats magic as at once 

“Condemned” and “Rescued” (vii), “Forbidden” and “Encouraged” (viii). 

Furthermore, she is not simply concerned with “survivals” of pre-Christian ritual 

practice into the early Middle Ages in insular culture, but with the legacy of late 

antiquity in Europe at large and its attendant classical attitudes to divination and 

learned magic. Where Flint diverges from the historical documentation of these 

practices, however, is in her overt cultural agenda, which once again turns attention to 

the modern perspective and to the ways in which medieval difference might inform 

critiques of our dominant modes of thought. In this polemical venture, Flint inevitably 

settles on the idea of rationality and reason:

As we try to follow this process of rescue . . .  a further line of argument will 

be added. The reader deserves advance warning of this. It is in their attempt to 

find a place for unreason deeper than, rather than this side of, reason, the early
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Middle Ages in Europe display a good deal more enlightenment about the 

emotional need for that magic which sustains devotion and delight than does 

the post-Reformation world in general, or come to that, the ‘Enlightenment’ 

itself. This shocking proposition requires more proof than can be given it here, 

but its enunciation is perhaps a start. (4)

Here Flint styles her judgement as a “shocking proposition” (4), but examined in the 

context of the criticism we have seen thus far, it is really nothing of the sort. Rather, it 

is an ideologically inverted restatement of the principle that magic is (and was) 

unreasonable or “less” reasonable. Rather than placing the critic as a guide blessed 

with Auflclarung, Flint casts the medieval imagination as “enlightened,” exposing 

what she considers the aesthetic and emotional price of the cold rationality of 

modernity’s caricature.

Once again, science becomes important to the argument when Flint asserts that 

“it will always be the aim of science, in the sense in which we generally understand 

the term, to eliminate the irrationality and the mysteries of magic” (7). The implicit 

idea that magic can become scientific once it has been demystified and mechanized is 

a surprisingly persuasive one, yet the fluidity of this process is underestimated here.13 

As we might expect by now, Flint soon arrives at the issue of religion, holding that in 

one sense “religion and magic are at opposite ends of a spectrum, as are magic and 

science,” while also positing an affinity wherein “both magic and religion can be seen 

to be deeply and most intimately involved with human beings’ efforts to come to 

terms with that in their surroundings which they can never reduce to proportions

13 This is closely tied to the idea of intuition and intuitive reason, which is too large an area to deal with 
here. Briefly, we might consider that if science is rational and rationality is intuitive, then magic is 
counterintuitive and should not be pre-scientific. This illustrates the inadequacy of rationality as a 
catch-all and hints at a multiplicity of reasonable frameworks outside non-contingent intuition, which I 
believe to be a minimal influence that is practically reducible to the constraining ‘force of being’ that 
can be seen in the work of critics and philosophers indebted to the phenomenological tradition.
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rationally manageable, and, at their joint best, to rejoice in it” (8). At the risk of 

labouring a point that is emerging from the criticism under discussion, this 

decontextualizing of rationality makes both religion and magic “primitive” (whether 

that is evaluated positively or negatively) and opposes them to a presumed seam of 

latent (to Flint, even dangerous) reason that runs through history: as I see it, such a 

view is not conducive to a responsive ethnography of the Middle Ages and its 

associated philosophies.

1.1.8 -  Textual criticism and the magical edition

Moving on from Flint’s Rise o f Magic, we come to a group of scholars, 

associated to an extent with Kieckhefer, who have given particular attention to the 

textual genre of ritual magic. A representative collection of this work14 constitutes the 

volume Conjuring Spirits: Texts and Traditions o f Medieval Ritual Magic, edited by 

Claire Fanger and also containing her introduction “Medieval Ritual Magic: What it is 

and Why We Need to Know More About it” and essay “Plundering the Egyptian 

Treasure: John the Monk’s Book o f Visions and its Relation to the Ars Notoria of 

Solomon”. In the former, Fanger cleverly evades the terminological debate by 

asserting “ritual magic” not as a historically and linguistically sensitive category, but 

as a convenient label for “a certain readily identifiable genre of text” (vii). This 

pragmatic, genre-based approach is useful and should not in any way be dismissed, 

but it should be noted that the concept of ritual is a difficult one, and Fanger relies on 

it in her definition of ritual magic as a genre:

14 As the most significant collaboration between the writers in question, Conjuring Spirits will serve as 
a convenient gauge of their outputs.

37



As a genre of te x t. . . ritual magic has certain characteristics: it describes what 

are normally fairly long and complex rituals for obtaining a variety of different 

kinds of benefits to the operator through the conjuring of spirits (whether 

demonic or the reverse). These texts emerge from a literate environment, and 

the ritual elements as well as the entities conjured or petitioned derive from a 

Christian framework (with some admixture from Arabic neo-Platonic and 

Jewish sources), (vii)

In a way, then, assuming ritual magic to be “readily identifiable” by characteristics 

such as ritual simply postpones methodological issues. A related problem is 

acknowledged by Fanger:

I intend to sidestep, for the moment, the theoretical questions surrounding 

magic in general. This is not because I believe they are unimportant, but rather 

because, in the area of medieval intellectual magic, there is a strong risk of 

prejudicing the issues raised by the texts under discussion, many of which are 

themselves concerned with the question of what magic is, and whether it is a 

category to which they can appropriately be said to belong, (vii)

One of the strengths of the volume is its variety: in its first section entitled “Contexts, 

Genres, Images” (1), Frank Klaassen offers a “tentative exploration” of magical 

manuscripts “of British origin or significant British provenance from 1250 to 1500” 

(3), while other contributions include Juris Lidaka’s edition and translation of The 

Book o f Angels, Rings, Characters and Images o f the Planets as well as a visual study 

of two manuscripts of the Ars Notoria from art historian Michael Camille. Like 

Kieckhefer’s Forbidden Rites, this range of academic tools and techniques makes the 

collection a rich resource for those approaching medieval ritual magic without an 

extensive knowledge of the manuscripts that preserve the tradition -  manuscripts that,
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as the back cover notes, “still remain unedited” to an overwhelming extent. Yet the 

inclusion of images in Camille’s essay (and Forbidden Rites) is instructive in that it 

pushes us towards new kinds of editions that reproduce the visual aspect of these 

manuscripts. In the endnotes of Klaassen’s essay on English manuscripts, he describes 

“sixty-four codices dating from 1250 to 1600 . . . .  Among those dating from before 

1500, twenty-eight contain magical images” (26), but in standard editions these would 

be lost, or presented out of context. Instead, these manuscripts (and many others) call 

for editions that communicate their “magicality” through extensive use of 

photography or facsimile. The traditional edition assumes diagrams and illustrations 

to be extra-textual or of secondary importance, yet text is an image of a sort, and a 

typographically standardized text, while extremely useful, forcefully denies the 

scribal process and the fluidity of its movement between image and text. Indeed, these 

are not always easy to disentangle -  is a ring of prose an image, text or both? Like 

many medieval manuscripts, codices and fragments of ritual magic are thus capable of 

problematizing editorial practice by virtue of their own “editability” and the questions 

they raise about the status of the text (as object and agent) in ritual performance.

This survey of criticism on magic has brought us, uncoincidentally, to 

“primary” medieval texts. Before moving on, however, we should consider the 

implications of the work discussed so far. First, the question of how to define magic 

has not been answered neatly -  rather, the issue has been made complex by the 

consideration of multiple critical approaches. When Fanger notes the ongoing debate 

over “what it [magic] is, whether it is necessarily or only accidentally a pejorative 

term, and even whether it can be defined in a way that makes it useful at all” (vii), the 

pronominal confusion illustrates the difficulties involved in separating “magic” the 

(presumed) medieval practice from “magic” the contemporary critical category. Yet,
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there is a danger of overstating the problem. Magic was pejorative in that its 

“equivalents” were used mainly by sceptics in the Middle Ages -  yet do we not, in 

general, remain sceptical in our own criticism? Indeed, more specialist terms like 

divination, necromancy or even alchemy are no less “pejorative” in modern usage 

than magic. The word medieval itself might be considered pejorative (and is self- 

evidently not drawn from the culture it refers to), yet we persist in using it. This does 

not necessarily mean that we are in error when we use any of these words -  indeed, it 

means that we should not be afraid of them. A critical vocabulary should be informed 

by whatever contingent associations, medieval or modern, it might be necessary to 

bring to mind, and the role of translator should not be disparaged in the pursuit of 

immediate recuperability.

In line with this unsettling of terminology, I do not intend my discussion of 

medieval texts about magic to be fully separate from my exploration of intellectual 

history -  indeed, preoccupations with the defining and theorizing of magic will 

resonate in the extracts I will offer for consideration here.
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1.2 - The Politics of Naming

Each thing, each being, has in addition to its manifest name another, hidden 

name to which it cannot fail to respond. To be a magus means to know and 

evoke these archi-names. Hence the interminable discussions of names 

(diabolical or angelic) through which the necromancer ensures his mastery 

over spiritual powers. For him, the secret name is only the seal of his power of 

life and death over the creature that bears it . ...

But according to another, more luminous tradition, the secret name is 

not so much the cipher of the thing’s subservience to the magus’ speech as, 

rather, the monogram that sanctions its liberation from language. The secret 

name was the name by which the creature was called in Eden. When it is 

pronounced, every manifest name -  the entire Babel of names -  is shattered. 

That is why, according to this doctrine, magic is a call to happiness. The secret 

name is the gesture that restores the creature to the unexpressed.

(Giorgio Agamben, “Magic and Happiness” 22)

Magic has been one of the most consistently perplexing topics for scholarly 

inquiry. The problems it presents become still more acute when the magic in question 

is located at a temporal remove from the critic, whose tradition has made all past 

magics intimidating on two accounts. First, we are to determine if magic is 

transhistorical. If it is not, or not entirely, we must decide what distinctions we should 

draw in our naming of historical magic (and, for that matter, contemporary magic). 

Second, we must reconcile our ethical concern for colonizing past cultures with our



analytic drive to consecrate a model of efficacy that is both transhistorical and 

transcultural.

The two problems may be encapsulated as terminology and efficacy, and we 

should attend to the moment at which they collide. Recent medieval scholars have 

dealt with the situation by drawing aspects of their approach from the domain of 

anthropology, a move which immediately implies an isomorphic relation between 

contemporary “other” cultures and the European cultures of the Middle Ages. This 

has introduced the sensitivity that is so important to ethnography, letting medievalists 

approach their period strategically and cautiously. Undoubtedly the lesson from 

anthropology is of immense value, but this does not mean that we should forget the 

nature of its assimilation. I will proceed, then, with the assumption that the intellectual 

workings of the medieval ethnographic model are of substantial interest to those with 

a meta-critical curiosity.

1.2.1 -  Commensurability and terminology

To begin with, the politics of the task of naming magic should be explored. 

While scholarly writing about medieval culture does not present itself as political, it 

has not been immune in its (selective) exchange with ethnography to the intercultural 

anxieties that are inseparable from that discipline. When the issue of terminology is 

raised by historians of medieval magic, their methodological approach can easily take 

on political aspects, and this is precisely due to the relevance of the ethnographic 

model.
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Building on the context set out in section 1.1.6, we may observe that the 

clearest articulations of terminological method appear to come from Richard 

Kieckhefer, who notes in the “Foreword to the Canto Edition” of Magic in the Middle 

Ages that “[w]hen this book was first published in 1989,1 argued for a set of 

definitions derived from medieval culture in preference to modern definitions 

imposed on that culture” (x). Similarly, his later article “The Specific Rationality of 

Medieval Magic” suggests that “[r]ather than importing anachronistic definitions of 

magic into the study of medieval culture, it would seem appropriate to examine how 

medieval writers used this language” (815). Here, the rhetoric of “imposing” and 

“importing” has a colonial implication, inevitably constructing a resemblance between 

the historiographic fear of anachronism, and the ethnographic anxiety over 

colonization. Our vocabulary, it seems, is already politicized whether we like it or not. 

The familiar anthropological method invoked by Kieckhefer both opens the problem 

of cultural integrity and simultaneously seems to repair it by making use of “native” 

terminology.

However attractive this methodological transposition may be, in Kieckhefer’s 

brief treatment it is performed unassumingly and highly selectively: Kieckhefer 

implies that, from his pool of (apparently easily recuperable) medieval terminology, 

only a handful of words need be returned to their “purer” medieval senses. There is an 

implied open question, then, regarding just how much of a critic’s vocabulary should 

be excavated in order to provide a sufficiently sensitive linguistic apparatus.

In privileging medieval usage -  itself a commendable scholarly policy -  

Kieckhefer is necessarily suppressing some (intriguing) ideas about what we think 

about magic, and presuming these to be methodologically disadvantageous to the 

writing of history:
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... when medieval clerics used the term ‘magic’ (and they were the chief users 

of that term), or when the laity used other, parallel terms such as ‘sorcery,’ 

they were referring to practices that they believed could work, and if we are to 

comprehend their culture it is important for us to know precisely how they 

supposed these practices worked. If we confuse what they called blessings 

with what they called magic, we are not listening attentively to what they had 

to say about their conception of the world. {Magic in the Middle Ages xi)

This anxiety about recuperating medieval terminology, however, has its own history. 

Kieckhefer’s methodological strategy is a direct move against that of Keith Thomas, 

whose terminology has rendered him a contentious and defining figure in debates 

about magic. When Kieckhefer says that “It is also problematic ... to speak of the 

‘magic of the medieval Church,’ whether one means by that to be critical of or 

sympathetic with the practices in question” (x), he is making an unacknowledged but 

concrete reference to the first chapter of Thomas’s Religion and the Decline o f Magic. 

Thomas’s crime, then, is one of terminological anachronism -  but the implications of 

this are not only historiographic, they are also inescapably political. In constructing 

his narrative of decline and rise, Thomas adopts the rhetoric of the Protestant 

reformers whose activities he documents, leaving him open to accusations that he is 

writing “whig history” of a specifically anti-sacramental, anti-ritual nature. The 

remarkable inseparability of politics and anachronism is exhibited in Randall Styers’s 

summation of the methodological arguments against Religion and the Decline o f 

Magic:

... numerous scholars have properly pointed out that Thomas himself 

sometimes lapses into an uncritical use of the notion of “magic,” paying
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insufficient attention to the ways in which our modern understanding of the 

term is itself a product of the very social conflicts he is excavating. (29)

The means by which Thomas himself might be historicized are not, however, 

mentioned by Kieckhefer -  for him, the policy of respecting cultural difference is 

more fundamental than that of acknowledging our own political historicity.1 This 

latter undertaking, implicit in Styers’s synthesis, is given fuller expression in Karen 

Jolly’s essay “Medieval Magic: Definitions, Beliefs, Practices” in The Athlone 

History o f  Witchcraft and Magic in Europe Volume 3: The Middle Ages. Here Jolly 

places Thomas’s historiographic technique within an anthropological context that 

seems more nuanced than that appropriated by Kieckhefer:

[the] rise-and-fall model of magic ... presupposes that magic and religion can 

be distinguished from one another according to some universal formula.

Recent anthropological theory, however, has challenged that presupposition by 

demonstrating that the magic-religion-science distinction is the product of 

historical forces in early modern European history, and is not ... universal .... 

It becomes an anachronism, therefore, to measure medieval Europe by the 

standard of a later period and define its beliefs and practices as magic. 

However, the implications of this anthropological deconstruction of magic- 

religion-science have not yet been fully assessed in the field of history or 

medieval studies. (11)

With Jolly, the link between colonizing discourse and the crime of anachronism is 

being made still more clear, illustrating how the definition of medieval magic can be 

political in contemporary terms: when the idea that magic is either faulty science or
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heretical religion is carried back into ethnography, it joins a nexus of disputes over 

efficacy, cultural commensurability, and the empirical and historical constitutions of 

rationality. My goal, then, is not to “fully assess” the emerging relationship between 

medieval studies (or historiography in general) and anthropology but rather to connect 

up the medievalist’s struggle for terminology with a political component that has been 

bequeathed solely to the networks of ethnographic practice.

Interestingly, Jolly later suggests that Kieckhefer is one of those most aware of 

the methodological problems surrounding magic, referencing his essay “The Specific 

Rationality of Medieval Magic” in her claim that “[s]ome medieval historians, 

responding to changes in anthropology, have rejected the notion of magic as 

essentially unsystematic, non-rational and incoherent compared to the more rational 

and systematic nature of religion.” However, it must be noted that the disciplinary 

conversation mentioned here in relation to Kieckhefer and others is still operating at a 

tentative (and, by modern ethnographic standards, relatively unsophisticated) level -  a 

state of affairs which, as Jolly readily acknowledges, has left theoretically-inclined 

historians and medievalists with much work still to be done.

While only marginally interested in the critical politics of his own situation, 

what Kieckhefer is undoubtedly attuned to are the political dimensions of the “purely” 

medieval task of defining magic:

When Thomas Becket was reported working posthumous miracles, his 

adversaries “spread it around everywhere that the monks of Canterbury did 

these things by magical incantations and by such devilish arts that they seemed 

rather than were miracles. When heretics claimed to perform miracles, 

orthodox propagandists called their deeds magic. The heretics were quite 

capable of returning the compliment: Lollard critics referred to Catholic
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practices as magical, not thereby redefining the concept of magic but 

suggesting instead that Catholics were engaged in wicked and even diabolical 

practices. (“The Specific Rationality of Medieval Magic” 815)

Evidently, the politicization of the definition of magic is not new, and the complex 

rhetorical histories of the term have inescapably affected its use in modern 

historiography, in ways that we may not have yet theorized. The word magic becomes 

both more and less problematic when we locate ourselves within the history of its 

etymological negotiation, and the fact emerges that there is still a political stake in the 

question of magic -  its extension forces us to consider who or what will have the 

monopoly on knowledge and the assessment of its validity.

This problem of power and commensurability is associated with the persistent 

fear of anachronism that I have observed, and both are contingent (to varying extents) 

on a scheme of cultural “closure”. While most critics working on medieval magic stop 

their methodological inquiry at this point (or well before), my task is rather to use this 

context to begin an exploratory intellectual archaeology of these ideas.

We may generalize that the most dense and pressing question that has 

developed thus far concerns the binding of knowledge to a cultural framework, and 

asks if the aspect of this concatenation is totalizing with regard to forms of knowledge 

(or indeed to forms of culture). We might formulate this as follows: “is the scope and 

character of knowledge entirely determined or regulated by a historical a priori!”

This latter force may be imagined as society or culture (I will generally use the latter), 

but here above all this distinction is difficult, and the threat of its collapse has 

implications to which I will return.
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1.2.2 -  Ruptures and totalities

The best way into the problem may be through three critical concepts, all of 

which have informed and instantiated the knowledge/culture problem.2 Before 

examining the interrelations between these models, I will briefly sketch their most 

popular and pertinent features. First, we may consider the concept of mentalite as 

employed by the Annales school of historiography. The use of mentalite is perhaps 

most clearly discernible in Lucien Febvre’s classic 1942 work The Problem o f 

Unbelief in the Sixteenth Century: The Religion o f Rabelais. Here, Febvre famously 

argues that the necessary vocabulary for articulating unbelief was absent from the 

sixteenth-century French lexis, making it untenable as an intellectual position. 

Febvre’s theoretical claim, then, was that religious faith and practice in this period 

were thoroughly predetermined socially and linguistically.

Next, we might consider Thomas Kuhn’s “paradigm,” exhibited most 

famously in Kuhn’s The Structure o f Scientific Revolutions (1962). Within the 

disciplinary context of the history and philosophy of science, Kuhn posited that the 

history of scientific research is not one of continuity, but is instead characterized by 

periodic, violent upheavals -  the ubiquitous “paradigm shifts”. In his account, these 

are brought about when a critical mass of unexplainable data is reached, so that these 

problems and anomalies force a resetting of the parameters of scientific method. The 

corollary, then, is that each shift enacts the installation of new limits to the scientific 

disciplines. In the case of the Copernican revolution (which Kuhn references 

explicitly in The Structure o f Scientific Revolutions and on which he published his 

1957 work The Copernican Revolution: Planetary Astronomy in the Development o f

As will be suggested, however, they are not entirely analogous despite their formal similarities.



Western Thought), therefore, we can speak crudely of a cosmological paradigm of 

geocentrism being replaced with one of a specific type of heliocentrism. But such a 

revolution did not necessarily depend on a singular event, discovery or theory -  in 

general, a sufficient number of dissenting voices and anomalies in data are held to 

force a shift to the paradigm which best satisfies these new epistemological demands.

The third model I will refer to is the episteme, from the work of Michel 

Foucault. The episteme is a fundamental part of Foucault’s archaeological method, 

which seeks to highlight difference, disjuncture and origination in historical systems 

of knowledge. In The Archaeology o f Knowledge (1969), Foucault claims that:

In the enigma of scientific discourse, what the analysis of the episteme 

questions is not its right to be a science, but the fact that it exists. And the 

point at which it separates itself off from all the philosophies of knowledge is 

that it relates this fact not to the authority of an original act of giving, which 

establishes in a transcendental subject the fact and the right, but to the 

processes of a historical practice. (212)

In this way, Foucault uses the episteme in a project of historicizing the idea of the 

“human sciences” (and by extension knowledge or its apprehension) at a given 

moment.

Of these three concepts, the first (mentalite) has primary relevance to the 

social history which the Annales School pioneered, the second (paradigm) relates to 

the history and philosophy of science, and the third (episteme) ostensibly governs 

both the social sciences and the hard sciences, making it something of a hybrid in this 

company. Here, I will focus primarily on mentalite due not only to its formulation as 

historiographic method, but also its status as the earliest of the three models. While 

“degrees” of totality seem paradoxical, there can be traced in these successive
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schemes an increasing distance from totalization, and mentalite appears to 

demonstrate an impermeability more assuredly than the paradigm or episteme, 

making it an important test-case.

To see the methodology of Bloch and Febvre at work, we must look “in plain 

sight,” beginning with Febvre:

no thought of any kind ... no matter how impure or disinterested, is unaffected 

by the climate of a period. Or, if you prefer, by the hidden operation of the 

conditions of life that a particular period creates for all the conventions and all 

the manifestations that meet on its common ground -  and on which it leaves 

the imprint of a style never seen before, and never to be seen again. (5) 

Immediately a significant aspect of mentalite is foregrounded -  the sense of temporal 

and historical disjuncture at either end of what the Annales School referred to as the 

longue duree. The utility of introducing Kuhn and Foucault is also apparent, because 

the model of history as cumulative and continuous is being roundly rejected -  instead, 

we have irreparable shifts in the social and cultural topographies in question. This, 

indeed, was a principal controversy with regard to Kuhn’s work, since positivist 

science appears to rely on a progressive, cumulative historical narrative. Similarly, the 

archaeological approach of Foucault in The Order o f  Things and The Archaeology o f 

Knowledge is dedicated to revealing the layers of epistemes that form the meta

histories of cultures and, internally, of academic disciplines. Related to this focus on 

disjuncture, another particularly striking element in Febvre’s account is “loss” . 

According to his construction of mentalite, historiographers are left with an imprint, 

the prototype of which is “never to be seen again” (5). As I see it, this idea of loss is 

central to the knowledge/culture problem, and its relevance to the paradigm and the 

episteme will be demonstrated later in this discussion.
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As the title of Febvre’s seminal work, The Problem o f Unbelief in the 

Sixteenth Century: The Religion o f Rabelais, might suggest, the topic of religion 

proves especially valuable to exponents of mentalite, since it appears to form a 

totalizing backdrop for action and agency within certain epochs:

... everything still seemed to depend on the Church. Even time. Time was not 

yet pocket watches, which were still very rare. It was not even town clocks 

that cut up the passage of time into regular slices. It was church bells, 

proclaiming a succession of prayers and services from morning to evening at 

recognized hours. (343-4)

This passage is remarkable given more recent theoretical preoccupations with the 

“practice” of time -  for instance, Johannes Fabian’s Time and the Other: How 

Anthropology Makes Its Object (and, later, Alfred Gell’s The Anthropology o f Time) 

deals with the partial social construction of temporality and the implications of this 

realization for ethnography. The relationship between these intellectual domains is 

complex, for while Gell’s position is contingent, the Annales School was strongly 

influenced by movements in ethnographic writing in the first half of the twentieth 

century. While it is tempting to pursue this motif of temporality further, the principal 

yield of Febvre’s description is the idea that the experience of sixteenth-century 

religious culture is absolute. Turning to the work of Bloch, we can observe a 

complementary scheme at work:

‘Ages of faith,’ we say glibly, to describe the religious attitude of feudal 

Europe. If by that phrase we mean that any conception of the world from 

which the supernatural was excluded was profoundly alien to the minds of that 

age, that in fact the picture which they formed of the destinies of man and the 

universe was in almost every pattern traced by a westernized Christian
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theology and eschatology, nothing could be more true. That here and there 

doubts might be expressed with regard to the “fables” of Scripture is of small 

significance. (81)
J

It should be apparent that the methodology that Bloch and Febvre espouse joins up 

seamlessly with their normal historiographic discourse, making the execution an 

ongoing theorization and reinforcement of mentalite. Again, religion seems 

particularly attractive to (or particularly productive of) this kind of writing, in part 

because it highlights changing attitudes to rationality -  that most politically difficult 

and contentious of notions. Intriguingly, one influential treatment of religion and the 

occult that is pivotally concerned with rationality can be seen to move easily from 

discussing mentalite to discussing paradigms. The 1984 Lewis Henry Morgan 

Lectures were delivered by anthropologist Stanley Jeyaraja Tambiah, who published 

this material as the important monograph Magic, Science, Religion and the Scope o f  

Rationality. Several mentions are made of mentalite, of which this is the most telling: 

Rather than summarize Marc Bloch’s main arguments in The Royal Touch, I 

prefer to return here to Trevor-Roper’s discussion of the witchcraze of the 

seventeenth century. This eclectic and brilliant historian turns to Lucien 

Febvre’s concept of mentalite to argue that this craze is understandable only 

when located within a total cosmology and a total mode of thought and action. 

To turn to Thomas Kuhn’s terminology: Trevor Roper seems to be saying that 

the witchcraze was part of a whole ‘paradigm’ and there had to be a total shift 

in paradigm (or mentality) before a different kind of reason and rationality 

should come to prevail in Europe. (89)

Here we have a migration, which is relatively unproblematic for Tambiah, between 

the two models in question. This important moment seems to invite a Foucauldian
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comparison, and while The Order o f Things is indeed referred to just two pages prior 

to this passage, the episteme is never equated with mentalite as Kuhn’s paradigm is. 

The reasons for this are in part methodological, and will be worth dwelling on for a 

moment.

I have already indicated that the episteme does not tend towards totalization to 

the same degree as the other models under consideration here. More specifically, 

however, this flexibility might be seen in light of Foucault’s synthesis of two 

methodological approaches -  or rather, modes -  that seem at first to be 

compositionally opposed. The first is the archaeological method I have already 

mentioned, and the second is one which has a different diegetic movement -  

genealogy. The synthesis achieved by Foucault counterbalances archaeological 

investigation, which is characterized by its movement through regressing layers of 

difference, by simultaneously exploring the continuous processes of contingency that 

allow us to make those retrospective connections that remain important to 

archaeological thought. The interrelation of these, however, is complex: they are not 

contradictory (or even binary in arrangement), but instead one is consistently 

performed within the framework of the other.3 The result is a settlement of sorts, for 

while “[a]rchaeology is much more willing than the history of ideas to speak of 

discontinuities, ruptures, gaps, entirely new forms of positivity, and of sudden 

redistributions” {The Archaeology o f Knowledge 187), Foucault maintains that “what 

has been thought will be thought again by a thought that does not yet exist” {The 

Order o f Things 406).
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It is this “self-correcting” tension between The Order o f Things and The 

Archaeology o f Knowledge that allows Foucault to police his own method and, 

perhaps, to leave in suspension the question of the uniqueness or replicability of the 

episteme. If we buy into Foucault’s simultaneous archaeology and genealogy and 

perform an appropriate excavation of his own idea of the episteme, we arrive at a 

striking point of convergence. Tambiah elides the distinction between mentalite and 

the paradigm, but the paradigm and the episteme also have a shared heritage that can 

be traced to developments in the philosophy of science contemporaneous with the 

emergence of the Annales method: all three of these models are in some way linked to 

ideas that had been articulated by the French epistemologist and philosopher of 

science Gaston Bachelard.

Bachelard’s epistemology relies on the historical discontinuity of knowledge, 

and it is this policy that has made possible the discourses I have outlined and their 

capacity to take various positions on the matter of epistemological totalities. In 1934, 

Bachelard offered an early synthesis of his philosophy of discontinuity in Le nouvel 

esprit scientifique. In the model constructed in this work, the history of scientific 

knowledge is moved forward by disputes, repudiations and polemics. “Progress” is a 

product of the episodic disagreement of scientists. The result of Bachelard making 

“‘refusal’ the driving force behind knowledge itse lf’ (Pilario 183) is the crucial 

concept of “epistemological rupture” (rupture epistemologique). At the occurrence of 

such a rupture (for example, the Copernican revolution), scientists invest wholly in 

the concept or system which proves victorious, and a precondition of this allegiance is 

the discarding of knowledge contingent on that which is vanquished. Since prior 

states of understanding cannot and must not be recuperated, science is entangled in a 

historical politics of obsolescence.
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When combined with the politically responsive practices of ethnography, the 

impact of the epistemological rupture on medieval studies has been to give form to the 

concern about colonizing the Middle Ages, and this relates explicitly to anachronism.

What is at stake here, though, is much too valuable to avoid colonization 

altogether. Kieckhefer has described medieval occult practices as internally 

“essentially rational” (“The Specific Rationality of Medieval Magic” 814), and has 

tried to recuperate a model of that rationality.4 Of course, that model is subsumed 

within his wider sense of rationality, a formulation which could itself be regarded as 

anachronistic. What historians may have to fear about the implications of a wholesale, 

irreparable rupture is, of course, that modernity loses its legitimacy altogether. 

Seemingly the only viable “damage control” for these dangerous consequences is 

another settlement, which involves a respectful cultural relativism together with a 

conviction that we can, after all, have some degree of critical access to those cultures 

that seem to have been transformed by the “loss” described by Febvre and Kuhn. But 

if this loss is real, then we are always and already living after loss, after rupture: we 

are doomed to cope with life after the Good Friday of knowledge. There is an 

undeniably theological aspect to this epistemology, and this seeps into the rhetoric 

that circulates around it. I have already mentioned the fear of anachronism, and this is 

once again pertinent, for the reason that anachronism is the one activity that utterly 

offends the aesthetics of the scheme I have traced above. Consequently, the rhetoric 

used (particularly by those engaged in the narration of historical totalities) to frame 

anachronism is highly suggestive:
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When dealing with sixteenth-century men and ideas, when dealing with modes 

of wishing, feeling, thinking, and believing that bear sixteenth-century arms, 

the problem is to determine what set of precautions to take and what rules to 

follow in order to avoid the worst of sins, the sin that cannot be forgiven -  

anachronism. (Febvre 5)

This is a theological allusion, of course -  the sin that cannot be forgiven (or the 

eternal sin) is that against the holy spirit, and this offence itself results in a profound 

soteriological rupture and loss. This motif does not end here, however, as there is a 

fascinating dialogue between Febvre’s statement and a more recent one from 

Constantin Fasolt, who is highly aware of the status of anachronism and here ironizes 

about the traditional position on this matter:

[historians’] most basic principle of method ... consists of one command: thou 

shalt place everything in the context of its time. This keeps historians from 

committing anachronism.... All other sins can be forgiven, but not this one. 

Anachronism is the sin against the holy spirit of history. (6)

In this ironic context, the theology of anachronism -  and by extension the theology of 

epistemological rupture -  is being set out in precisely the same terms. Still more 

fundamentally, the impetus for this phenomenon has been noted by the controversial 

philosopher Michel Serres in conversation with sociologist of science Bruno Latour: 

BL What makes other people’s ‘past’ empty, frozen, nontemporal, is the 

supposition that the past is out-of-date.

MS An excellent way of putting it. In former times this was called a 

rupture.... This thesis has always seemed to me quasi-religious ....

(Conversations 48)
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Here Serres dramatically affirms the religious, theological nature of chronological 

incommensurability. As he sees it, the implications of this turn out to be remarkably 

political:

That’s not time, only a simple line. It’s not even a line, but a trajectory of the 

race for first place -  in school, in the Olympic Games, for the Nobel Prize.

This isn’t time, but a simple competition -  once again, war. Why replace 

temporality, duration, with a quarrel? The first to arrive, the winner o f the 

battle, obtains as his prize the right to reinvent history to his own advantage. 

(49, emphasis in original)

There is a striking resonance here with the politics of history that Fasolt goes on to 

outline after discussing anachronism -  for him, the mechanics of history are a means 

through which to exempt the present from the legal and political obligations of the 

past, and in Fasolt’s view this politics is never fully extricated from historiographic 

practice, but is rather constantly repressed in its execution. Through Serres and Fasolt, 

we can thus finally return to the matter of politics.

1.2.3 -  Temporal sovereignty

If the recurring death of knowledge always positions us in its period of 

mourning, then knowledge becomes “up for grabs,”5 and in this process becomes 

inevitably politicized from various quarters.6 According to Bruno Latour, the reason

5 This is the fear that Paul Feyerabend exploits in his provocative “anything goes” polemic in his 1975 
book Against Method: Outline o f  an Anarchistic Theory o f  Knowledge (296).

6 For a recent account of the import of this politicization of time for historiographers, see Kathleen 
Davis, Periodization and Sovereignty: How Ideas o f Feudalization and Secularization Govern the 
Politics o f  Time.
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for the competitive enforcement of strong forms of knowledge is what he calls the 

“fear of mob rule” (Pandora’s Hope 10); the replacement of reason with force: “if 

reason does not rule, then mere force will take over. So great is this threat that every 

political expedient is used with impunity against those who are deemed to advocate 

force against reason” (Bruno Latour, Pandora’s Hope 10).

A startling, and suitably anachronistic, example of this comes from the 

current dispute between the open-source project Wikipedia <http://en.wikipedia.org> 

and the recently established “Conservapedia” <http://conservapedia.com> , an 

alternative resource set up by Andrew Schlafly -  a disgruntled user of Wikipedia -  

due to his conviction that Wikipedia articles generally exhibit a liberal bias. His 

fascinating solution was to construct a much more highly-regulated version of the 

established open-source architecture and to populate it with articles that have an 

avowedly conservative bias. In an interview with BBC Radio 4 ’s Today programme, 

Schlafly rebuffed Jim Redmond, a Wikipedia editor, as follows:

Andrew Schlafly. He says because a group of strangers are in control that

therefore it must be neutral, and that’s not true at all. If you let a mob 

decide how they’re going to do things, a mob is not neutral.

Interviewer. What do you mean, are you saying that Wikipedia is run by a 

mob?

AS: It really is, it really is. And what happens is, the mob tends to go in a

certain direction, and it can become like a lynch mob. {Today, March 7 

2007)

What is represented on the small scale by Schlafly is something much more 

widespread and potentially dangerous -  what Latour refers to as “an elitist and 

specialized expertise breaking the neck of mob rule and imposing a Right superior to
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all the conventional property rights. When Might is invoked on the stage it is not as a 

crowd against Reason, it is as one man against the crowd, against myriad fools”

(Pandora’s Hope 223). The fear of mob rule, demonstrated so acutely by Schlafly, is 

in fact disconcertingly similar to the fear of anachronism -  it is in a sense the political 

aspect of that historiographic fear, which is itself a further aspect of the ethnographic 

fear of colonization and incommensurable terminologies. The benefits of mentalite 

and the god-fearing histories that have relied on it have been great, but it does not 

follow that they form the only means by which ethical engagement with past cultures 

can be accomplished.

Serres has protested that time need not be flat but can be crumpled into a mass 

of unexpected connections, and advocates a topological, instantaneous movement. 

Without taking alternatives like this seriously, we will continue to be in debt to a 

succession of models that rely on the quasi-religious, political ruptures that seal off, 

selectively forget, and move on, expelling past totalities behind them -  in Serres’s 

words “like a cloud of ink from a squid” (48). Latour, too, is convinced that we need 

not observe ruptures in time, knowledge and culture: his provocation is to ask “[a]nd 

what if we had never been modern?”, and his response is the liberating claim that 

“[c]omparative anthropology would then be possible” (We Have Never Been Modern 

10). The new and unfamiliar kind of realism espoused by Latour (and drawn from 

Serres) is a challenge after centuries of philosophical skepticism, but he has 

confounded those who claim that topological methodologies are unworkable by 

producing many case studies that might hold valuable lessons for those writing on 

premodern cultures. He is also one of several radical thinkers who are experimenting
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with fiction as a way of theorizing (and even accessing7) the past, having produced 

the work of “scientifiction” entitled Aramis, or the Love o f Technology}

These approaches invite us to reconsider how we formulate the disciplinary 

poetics of anachronism, and in turn challenge us to find new ways of contextualizing 

and even overcoming terminological debates without compromising the inevitable 

difference of premodern cultures. I will explore these possibilities further by 

considering texts that share a concern with magic in all its multiplicity. In the process, 

I will continue to engage with disciplines outside the usual remit of the study of 

magic, and particularly those which have been instrumental in the task of 

“reconnecting” subjects and objects. Throughout this programme of renegotiation, 

however, I will continue to raise questions about the status of knowledge whenever 

necessary, since the task of elaborating a method based on “comparative 

anthropology” (Latour, We Have Never Been Modern 10) is still before us, and 

constant critical pressure will be required for this to remain possible.
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distance from the “object.” This is confronted by, for instance, the work of W.G. Sebald, whose 
narratives might be said to demonstrate a topological “hermeticism” in the Serresian sense.

8 Serres has engaged in a different kind of formal experimentation by appropriating the genre of 
mythography for his fictionalized discussions of messengers, whether Hermes or angels.





2.1 - Divination and History

After such knowledge, what forgiveness? Think now 

History has many cunning passages, contrived corridors 

And issues, deceives with whispering ambitions,

Guides us by vanities.

(T.S. Eliot, Gerontion 32)

2.1.1 -  A confusion of histories

The Oxford English Dictionary discerns two early instances of the word 

anachronism  in English. The first is to be found in John Gregory’s Certain Learned 

Tracts (published 1646-50), while the second occurs in Theophilus Gale’s eccentric 

1669 work, The Court o f  the Gentiles; or, A Discourse Touching the Original o f 

Human Literature, Both Philologie and Philosophie, from  the Scriptures, and Jewish 

Church. The relevant quotation from the latter is given as follows: “This error sprang 

from Anachronisme, and confusion of Histories.”

Perhaps inevitably, this quotation is also an elision. When we consult an 

original copy of Gale’s text, it becomes apparent that “Anachronisme” itself appears 

within a quotation:
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Section of Theophilus Gale’s Court o f  the Gentiles (371) in its original printed form

The work referred to is that of Dutch humanist Daniel Heinsius, and the excerpt is 

almost certainly Gale’s own translation. Heinsius worked at Leiden for most of his 

academic career, and was pupil to the great humanist Joseph Justus Scaliger.

In 1937, Modern Language Notes published an article by Herman L. Ebeling 

entitled “The Word Anachronism,” 1 in which Ebeling identifies the moment at which 

the term “acquired its modern currency” (120). The work that encoded this innovation 

is De Emendatione Temporum, the author Joseph Justus Scaliger.

The first edition appeared in 1583, a year after Pope Gregory XIII had 

approved the calendar, which had been revised by the mathematician Lilius. It 

was an auspicious time for the ‘father of chronology’ to bring before the world 

of scholars a work on chronology of stupendous learning, in which numerous 

errors in ancient history were corrected .... Again in 1629 another edition of 

De Emendatione Temporum appeared, which claims to have been revised and 

enlarged with the aid of Scaliger’s manuscripts. (120-1)

It is this later, posthumous edition in which “Scaliger uses the word anachronism”. It 

is likely, then, that the terminology of Heinsius (and subsequently Gale) originates

1 Here, the Oxford English Dictionary is a fresh enough institution to be referred to casually as 
“M urray’s English Dictionary” (121)



with the chronologist Scaliger. To this early usage in matters of historical sequencing 

is slowly added the sense of anachronism as a breach of the past’s integrity, or a 

failure to recognize its right to self-governance. Given the above, it is a detail to be 

savoured that despite the routine condemnation of theoretical anachronism and the 

“imposition” of post-medieval nomenclature and concepts onto the Middle Ages, 

anachronism itself may be just such a transgression.
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2.1.2 -  A grammar of the living and dead

Of, for, to, with: the chief prepositions by which speech might happen in a 

relation between one and another. For the historian, whose conversation will involve 

the living and the dead (the human distinction overriding past and present, at least in 

rhetorical force), this initiates a double controversy. First, which preposition? Then, 

which syntagmatic configuration?

la. The living speak o f  the dead lb. The dead speak o f  the living

2a. The living speak fo r  the dead 2b. The dead speak fo r  the living

3a. The living speak to the dead 3b. The dead speak to the living

4a. The living speak with the dead 4b. The dead speak with the living

While it is hardly spoken of, it is already assumed that the dead are real. Not “were,” 

since then they were the living. Their death gives them the status of being now - and 

meanwhile it is evident that all this is true only from the vantage point of the living. 

Sub specie aeternitatis, the vocabulary eludes us. This predicament itself suggests 

even more strongly that speech is made possible only out of finitude.



Only the first of the above formulations is regarded as conventional 

historiography, of which critiques abound. It is also, dishearteningly, the relation with 

the least room for ethics to manoeuvre. In fact, the sole ethical constraint here is 

purely conventional: do not speak ill o f the dead. To do so is to judge by the standards 

of those now living (after all, the dead “are not here to speak for themselves”), and 

hence to commit anachronism. With this caveat in mind, the western historian 

approaches the corpus of the past: “[djeath obsesses the West. In this respect, the 

discourse of the human sciences is pathological: a discourse of pathos -  misfortunate 

and passionate action -  in a confrontation with this death that our society can no 

longer conceive as a way of living one’s life” (de Certeau, The Writing o f History 5). 

In this context, the historian does not expect to learn anything of the future, 

notwithstanding the now-bland injunction of George Santayana in The Life o f Reason. 

To the diviner, however, the dead speak of nothing more articulately than the future.

2.1.3 -  Nigromantia

What concerns us most immediately here, of course, is divination by the dead 

(necromancy). Appropriately, this discipline competed at one time with grammar for 

inclusion in the Seven Liberal Arts, along with philosophy. Nevertheless, the term 

came in the later Middle Ages to stand for a whole range of illicit magical practices; a 

shift either contingent on or compounded by the invention of “nigromantia” as a 

nonspecific category of “black magic”. The ritualized encounter between the living

2 According to Petrus Alfonsi, “De septima vero diversae plurimorum sunt sententiae quaenam sit: 
philosophi qui prophetias sectantur, aiunt nigromantiam esse septimam. Aliqui ex illis videlicet qui 
prophetiis non credunt, philosophiam volunt esse septimam... Quidam quipliilosophiae non student, 
grammaticam esse affirmant” (cited in Burnett, 1).
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seeker of prophetic knowledge and the dead source thus went from being simply a 

dubious area of scholarship to being paradigmatic of a diverse set of proscribed 

activities. Charles Burnett notes that, for Albertus Magnus writing in the thirteenth 

century, necromancy referred to “certain kinds of magic using imagines or 

‘talismans’” (3). In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, the exclusively scholarly or 

elite associations of necromancy were eroded to the point of conflation with 

maleficium, the term for evil magic favoured by the papal inquisition, and 

identification with a widespread diabolist agenda.3

The mixed reputation of contact with the dead continues. In the academic 

sphere, its stigma has not been enough to deter some historiographers from 

appropriating necromancy (whether metaphorically, philosophically or ironically), as 

a methodological ideal. Conversely, it has also been appropriated as a means of 

critiquing the hubris of those who harbour apparently dangerous beliefs about their 

relationship with history. As a means of crossing from the methodological to the 

thematic (or as a means of bisecting both), it will be useful to consider the precise 

nature of those sympathies between divination and theories of historical writing, using 

one landmark statement in particular as orientation.

2.1.4 -  Desire and the historical conversation

The most obvious and widely-cited example of divinatory language in literary- 

historical writing takes a confessional form: “I began with the desire to speak with the

3 On the significant contribution of the Dominican Johannes Nider to this convergence of learned rite 
and popular witchcraft in the system of the inquisitors, see Michael D. Bailey, Battling Demons 36-41. 
The importance of diabolism in this equation cannot be overestimated, since it served to fulfil the 
inquisition’s criterion of heresy without remainder.
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dead” (Greenblatt 1). This moment of collision between the personal and the 

methodological has produced a multitude of responses, many surprisingly direct. For 

example, two relevant works of criticism have appeared sharing the title “Speaking 

with the Dead”: Linda Woodbridge’s afterword to the PMLA’s Imagining History 

special issue of 2003, and Jurgen Pieters’s 2005 monograph (subtitled Explorations in 

Literature and History). For Pieters, Greenblatt’s confession “voices a feeling that 

most of us share” (1), while Woodbridge claims contrapuntally that, since the 

Reformation, “many have begun with the desire not to” conduct precisely this kind of 

conversation (597). In both cases, there is a sense of the “celebrated” (Woodbridge 

603) statement being courageous, revealing, perhaps taboo-breaking -  in it is a 

foregrounding of scholarly reticence that seems to approach the bodily.4

Indeed, the innovation of this “alexandrin” (Pieters 1) cannot lie in its 

(essentially conservative) philosophy of history,5 but rather in its very confessionality 

-  the presence, in short, of the author’s “desire” . The articulation of desire is not 

merely a stumbling block for academics; Greenblatt seems to have overcome a 

“speech impediment” affecting humans in general, according to the philosophy of 

desire presented by Giorgio Agamben: “There is nothing simpler and more human 

than to desire. Why, then, are our desires unavowable for us? Why is it so difficult for 

us to put them into words?” (Agamben 53). In Agamben’s thinking, the often- 

unspeakable nature of desire has an eschatological character. We “put it off until 

later” because “it,” the formulation of real desire, has profoundly existential

4 Compare Catherine Brown’s claim that the alterity of the Middle Ages results in the academic feeling 
“this foreignness intimately in his or her suddenly awkward flesh” (548).

5 Dispiritingly, Pieters neutralizes any remnants o f audacity in the manifesto by immediately framing it 
as simply a “metaphor” for reading: “Greenblatt was not the first to describe our reading of the past in 
terms o f an attempt to reach for the impossible and strike up a conversation with the dead ... the notion 
of such a conversation is related to other ideas and beliefs central to our conception of history and 
literature and of the complex relationships that have been forged between them over the last five 
centuries or so.” (Pieters 1-2)
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consequences -  it brings us to the brink of our own deaths (53). Faced with this 

desolation, Agamben imagines the eschaton: “The messiah comes for our desires .... 

With fulfilled desires, he constructs hell; with unfulfillable images, limbo. And with 

imagined desire, with the pure word, the beatitude of paradise” (54).6

If desire is always desire-toward-death7 and therefore eschatological in the 

Christian tradition at minimum, how much more intertwined with eschatology must 

be Greenblatt’s necromantic desire?8 In her assessment of speaking with the dead in 

Renaissance culture, Woodbridge claims that Greenblatt’s rhetoric can be read against 

the Reformation’s desire “to oust ancestral ghosts” (597) -  a project that included 

Simon Fish “pronouncing purgatory a fiction” in his 1529 pamphlet A Supplication 

fo r  the Beggars (Woodbridge 598). For Woodbridge, this denunciation not only 

rejects the possibility of prayers for the departed in general, but in “a thrilling rupture 

with the past” cuts off contact with the very generations complicit in the religious 

economy dismissed by Fish.9 This anticipates, of course, an upheaval in the visual and 

material culture of the English churches through which the presence of the dead is 

apparently negated. According Eamon Duffy’s The Stripping o f the Altars (which 

Woodbridge also cites):

6 A very different conception of desire, that of Jacques Lacan, also reaches towards the last things from 
its Cold W ar context, according to Bruce Holsinger:

In our modem era, Lacan avows, science occupies “that place I have designated the place of 
desire,” and it does so with a fair measure of the same guilt that will always accompany the 
giving of desirous ground: “It’s a fascinating thing, but as far as those who are at the forefront 
of science are concerned, they are not without a keen consciousness o f the fact that they have 
their backs against a wall of hate.. .” But, Lacan points out with unaccustomed bitterness,
“that isn’t very important because it’s not in truth an adventure that Mr. Oppenheimer’s 
remorse can put an end to overnight. It is moreover there where the problem of desire will lie 
in the future” ... The future of desire, in other words, is apocalyptic. (92)

7 This is distinct, however, from any thanatic drive as expressed in Freudian criticism.

8 Now fully necromantic -  and therefore divinatory -  o f course, because the futurism of the image is 
revealed to be directed at the eschaton itself.

9 Presumably W oodbridge passes over the Marian reign and its injunctions for the sake of brevity, but 
as always this is not an entirely innocent omission.



The removal of the images of the saints, of the altars, and perhaps most of all 

the brasses and obit inscriptions calling for prayers for the dead, which were 

ripped up from gravestones and sold by the hundredweight from 1548

onwards, were ritual acts of deep significance__The removal of the images

and petitions of the dead was an act of oblivion, a casting out of the dead from 

the community of the living. (Duffy 494)

An act of oblivion because it was, perhaps, a prematurely messianic act of 

purification: “The messiah comes for our desires. He separates them from images in 

order to fulfil them” (Agamben 54). The desired dead are also the apocalyptic dead, 

and the articulation of desire without images is “brutal” (Agamben 53).

2.1.5 -  Apocalypsis: there is silence above

Apocalypticism was not, and is not, simply a philosophical subtext: it 

permeated Reformation Europe.10 The coronation of Elizabeth I took place on January 

15th, 1559 -  a date calculated by the astrology of Doctor John Dee.11 Ten years later, 

Dee commenced his spiritual or angelic “conversations,”12 the 

astronomical/astrological background to which is of particular interest:
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10 A useful sample of the expansive scholarly literature on this subject is provided by Deborah 
Harkness (133). W orks include Barnes, Prophecy and Gnosis: Apocalypticism in the Wake o f  the 
Lutheran Reformation, Firth, The Apocalyptic Tradition in Reformation Britain 1530-1645 and 
Klaassen, Living at the End o f the Ages: Apocalyptic Expectation in the Radical Reformation.

11 Having survived the controversies of the Marian reign, Dee became, in the words of Frances Yates, 
“The Leader of the Elizabethan Renaissance” (93).

12 These operations famously aroused suspicions of necromancy among the English public, and were 
based substantially on the De occulta philosophia  of Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa von Nettesheim.



The years for which the records of Dee’s conversations survive were periods 

of heightened eschatological fervour: in 1572 a new star had been observed in 

the constellation of Cassiopeia; in 1577 Dee spent three days at Windsor 

Castle advising the queen about the significance of a comet; at Easter in 1580 

an earthquake rocked London; and in 1583 a grand conjunction was predicted 

in the Constellation Aries. The grand conjunction, which occurred just as Dee 

left for Prague, was perhaps the most significant and widely publicized sign. 

When it was accompanied by a particularly bright comet, the final days 

seemed assured. (Harkness 134)

All the while, John Dee and his scryer Edward Kelley were engaged in perhaps the 

most audacious and sustained divinatory experiment in history -  and on history. Dee’s 

testimony is represented in Meric Casaubon’s 1659 edition of A True and Faithful 

Relation o f what Passed fo r  Many Years between Dr. John Dee and Some Spirits, and 

its general importance cannot be done justice here. Consistently present in the 

conversations, however, is a discourse of considerable pertinence to the current 

discussion. After an exchange with the spirit ATH, a disembodied voice declares to 

Dee: “The judgements of our God are moft profound and hard in the underftanding of 

men. There is filence above, let there therefore be patience amongft you” (9). The 

doctor immediately begins his hermeneusis with the aid of the “Ihew-ftone”:

Silence there is in heaven, for the Governours of the earth are now before the 

Lord, the doings of their feats are now difclofed, every thing is NOTED. For 

that God will be righteous in all his doings.

There is not this day any one that governeth the people upon earth, but his 

government is difclofed, and his government is fet open, and his faults 

revealed,
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They without number cry, Lord, let thy vengeance come.

The earth fayeth. Be it fo. (9-10)

The notion of disclosure here is overwhelmingly rich, but it must above all be 

understood as a literal English rendering of OKOKaXvyiQ. The act of divination 

generalizes its uncovering (which is now historical) to the eschatological exposure of 

public life itself. Dee’s angels later predicted the beheading of Mary and the 

manoeuvres of the Spanish armada -  not prognostications requiring huge leaps, but 

rather requiring an explicitation of worldly events perfectly attuned to the notion that 

the 1580s would bring the “beginning of the eschaton” (Harkness 140).

The dead too were marshalled for this political disclosure. In his discussion of 

Greenblatt, Jurgen Pieters sees a precedent for “utilizing” the dead in the approach of 

Niccolo Machiavelli, whose humanism nevertheless seems to presume the equality of 

the enunciation of wisdom across history (Pieters 23). Thus, Machiavelli’s desire to 

speak with the dead is tempered with the realization that the dead clamour to be 

heard; that what they have to say is directly and unironically valid in his own time. 

Machiavelli willingly participates in a confusion of histories. His historical desire, in 

truth, is entirely difference from that of Greenblatt -  a contrast made explicit in 

Pieters’s account:

What makes Machiavelli’s nightly conversations with ‘gli antique uomini’ so 

special is that they teach him something essential about the present and about 

how it relates to the past from which the dead manage to address him almost 

directly. True, for Greenblatt the confrontation between past and present is 

also framed in terms of pedagogy and instruction. Yet, he conceives of the 

interrelationships between them in much less straightforwardly affirmative 

terms than Machiavelli does. For Greenblatt, the practice of historiography
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does not lead to the confirmation and recognition of the way things have 

always been and will always be, but to an alienation, of the past and of the 

present.... (Pieters 23)

It is here that the notion of speaking with the dead dissolves entirely, because it is 

always founded on a denial of the exigency of the past. Moreover, it relies on histories 

never being confused, of the dead never transgressing -  above all, of the dead never 

doing anything other than speaking. In fact, the dead act, desire, will. They have their 

own desires of the future’s disclosure.13 Woodbridge quotes Henry VIII without full 

recognition: “when I am in heaven ... I shall desire / To see what this child does” 

(5.4.68-9). Of The Anti-Christ, Nietzsche says “[t]his book belongs to the very few. 

Perhaps none of them is even living yet .... Only the day after tomorrow belongs to 

me. Some are born posthumously” (125).14 Necromancy is inadequate because all the 

while the dead have been conducting their own apocalypse of the present.

“Nonhuman species obey only the law of vitality, but humanity in its distinctive 

features is through and through necrocratic” (Harrison 1).

2.1.6 -  The dead’s occult reign

According to Woodbridge, Renaissance dramatists and chroniclers 

imaginatively exploited the past (and often the recent medieval past) for reasons of, 

among others, “burgeoning European nationalism” (598). Once again, speech

13 Here the messianism of Agamben (and Dee?) might be compared with Heidegger’s ontology of 
death and its “world-disclosive power” (Harrison 90), which made fmitude a productive context rather 
than a vale of tears.

14 For an overview of this kind of thought, see Jeremy Tambling, Becoming Posthumous.

72



becomes the normative means of engaging the dead: “The dead made especially 

productive workers if one put one’s own words in their mouths .... To many 

Renaissance writers, history could serve rhetoric, offering exempla for use in polemic, 

or rhetoric could serve history, embellishing it with imagined orations or dialogue.” 

(599). While classical and medieval precedents for this kind of historical writing 

abound, Woodbridge sees a new political confidence in the literature of the period -  

the purgatorial dead have disappeared from churches, only to be put to work in texts. 

Machiavelli’s pedagogic conversations with the ancients now seem to have been 

turned into something different and still more cavalier. In Michael Oakeshott’s 

Rationalism and Politics, historical utilitarianism in its peculiarly modern form comes 

under scrutiny:

The ‘historian’ adores the past; but the world today has perhaps less place for 

those who love the past than ever before. Indeed, it is determined not to allow 

events to remove themselves securely into the past; it is determined to keep 

them alive by artificial respiration or (if need be) to recall them from the dead 

so that they may deliver their messages. For it wishes only to learn from the 

past and it constructs a ‘living past’ which repeats with spurious authority the 

utterances put into its mouth. But to the ‘historian’ this is a piece of obscene 

necromancy: the past he adores is dead. The world has neither love nor respect 

for what is dead, wishing only to recall it to life again. (166)

Oakeshott may have been tending in this passage towards agreement with his 

contemporary and compatriot Robin George Collingwood, who may be read 

superficially as a historian of alterity (like, perhaps, Greenblatt). In fact, Collingwood 

is immeasurably more radical, openly refuting the arch-historicism of Oakeshott: “the
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reason for which all history is studied [is] ... to make possible a rational human life in 

the present day” (Collingwood 2005, 180).15

The means by which Collingwood pursues this aim are neither properly 

necromantic, utilitarian or historicist, but philosophical. The theologically-inclined 

humanism of Collingwood rests on a simple idea: the past is never gone from thought. 

The impact this may have on historical method can be subtle, but the framing of the 

practice of the historian is altered dramatically. According to the (appropriately) 

posthumous collection The Idea o f History, “the historical process is a process in 

which man creates for himself this or that kind of human nature by re-creating in his 

own thought the past to which he is heir” (226).16 The objection will first come from 

conservative historicists, who claim that thought and action are context-bound not 

only in the sense of being brought about by contingency, but more fundamentally as 

never escaping their moment (Nietzsche, for example, could never be authentically 

posthumous). Their conviction -  or “dogma” (Collingwood 1946, 285) is that 

repetition is impossible:

Is it the case that when we speak of two persons performing the same act of 

thought or of one person as performing the same act at two different times, we 

mean that they are performing different acts of the same kind? It is, I think, 

clear that we mean nothing of the sort; and that the only reason why anyone 

should fancy that we do is because he has accepted a dogma that whenever we 

distinguish two things and yet say that they are the same (which, as everyone 

admits, we often do) we mean that they are different specimens of the same 

kind, different instances of the same universal, or different members of the

Collingwood suggests that the study of magic in particular is inseparable from such a project. 
(Collingwood 2005, 180)

Consider Harrison’s congruent ideal o f inheritance in The Dominion o f  the Dead.
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same class. The dogma is not that there is no such thing as identity in 

difference (nobody believes that), but that there is only one kind of it, namely 

specific identity in numerical difference. Criticism of the dogma, therefore, 

turns not on proving that this kind of identity in difference does not exist, but 

on proving that other kinds exist, and that the case we are considering is one of 

them. (Collingwood 1946, 285)

The idea of historical identity presented by Collingwood is radical in part because it 

rejects the bland metaphorical interpretation of contact with the dead in favour of a 

genuine metaphysics of historiography, turning on the interruptivity of thought. This 

is anachronism as philosophical method, without any confusion of histories.17 

Furthermore, the dead are not called upon solely to render service to the living, since 

the vital sense of exigency has been restored to the historical encounter along with a 

new (or perhaps premodern) enthusiasm for mediation: “Ex hypothesi, the historian is 

not an eyewitness of the facts he desires to know. Nor does the historian fancy that he 

is; he knows quite well that his only possible knowledge of the past is mediate or 

inferential or indirect, never empirical” (Collingwood 1946, 282).

The recognition here is that empiricism is also a kind of scepticism. This 

suspicion of mediation has a long history itself, and one that crosses explicitly and 

profoundly into the domain of magic and demonology.
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‘If, then, mere consciousness is a succession of states, thought is an activity by which that succession 

is somehow arrested so as to be apprehended in its general structure: something for which the past is 
not dead and gone, but can be envisaged together with the present and compared with it.”
(Collingwood 1946, 287)
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2.2 -  Demonological Aesthetics

In order not to believe, my child, you would have to shut your eyes and plug 

your ears. In order not to see, not to believe.

(Charles Peguy, Portal o f  the Mystery o f Hope 7)

2.2.1 -  Something in the air

One of the most philosophically notable aspects of Augustine’s demonology is 

its activation of Cartesian scepticism. This, of course, is not Augustine’s only gift to 

Descartes and the early moderns, as Bertrand Russell is aware:

In [Augustine’s] Soliloquia he says: ‘You, who wish to know, do you know 

who you are? I know it. Whence are you? I know not. Do you feel yourself 

single or multiple? I know not. Do you feel yourself moved? I know not. Do 

you know that you think? I do.’ This contains not only Decarte’s [sic] cogito, 

but his reply to Gassendi’s ambulo ergo sum. (331)

The broad-spectrum Cartesian debt to Augustine is examined in Stephen Menn’s 

Descartes and Augustine, but I will here reposition the specifics of the demonological 

inheritance. The texts of most importance here are perhaps Book 8 of The City o f 

God\ Questions 12 and 79 of Eighty-Three Different Questions (De diversis 

quaestionibus LXXXIII); the passages directed against the Manichees and neo- 

Platonists in the Confessions', and the treatise “The Divination of Demons” (“De 

divinatione daemonum”). Of Descartes’s writings, Meditations on the First



Philosophy is the most useful here -  though naturally his dealings with demonology 

are only explicit in as much as they adhere to the “thought experiment” convention.

For Augustine, one of the characteristic manipulations of demons is to deceive 

the senses, especially vision: “They persuade them, however, in marvelous and 

unseen ways, entering by means of that subtlety of their own bodies into the bodies of 

men who are unaware, and through certain imaginary visions mingling themselves 

with men’s thoughts, whether they are awake or asleep” (“The Divination of 

Demons” 427). Yet, Augustine’s confrontation with sensory deception goes still 

further. In the earlier work Eighty-Three Different Questions, Augustine interpolates 

the “opinion” (43) of Fonteius of Carthage on the matter, and in so doing preserves a 

remarkable theorization of deception that cannot help but stir up the dualizing 

phenomenological incredulity of later western scepticism:

‘Come now, O wretched mortals,’ he says, ‘take heed that the wicked spirit 

may never foul this habitation, and that, intermingled with the senses, it may 

not pollute the sanctity of the soul and becloud the light of the mind. This evil 

thing creeps stealthily through all the entrances of sense: it gives itself over to 

forms, it adapts itself to colors, it sticks to sounds, it lurks hidden in anger and 

in the deception of speech, it appends itself to odors, it infuses tastes, by the 

turbulent overflow of passion it darkens the senses with darksome affections, 

it fills with certain obscuring mists the paths of the understanding, through all 

of which the mind’s ray normally diffuses the light of reason.’ (43)

The power to infiltrate the senses, we are told, is a subtlety possessed by demons by 

virtue of their aerial form, as outlined in “The Divination of Demons” and The City o f 

God. Now, how and why would humans put themselves at risk of absolute, 

“enveloping” deception by these beings? This is important for us (being concerned in
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part with the theorizing of demonic magic) and also for Augustine, for sensory

delusion is not reserved for those invoking demons for the rendering of occult

services, but is also a common affliction of the intellectual movements from which

Augustine himself narrowly escaped. So, while the preoccupation with true vision in

the accounts above may strike us as a calling-card of the neo-Platonists, it is deployed

(intensely in the Confessions) in subjecting precisely those thinkers to a new critique.1

Furthermore, it is the Platonic quality of air that renders the demons attractive to the

naive humans in question. After all, air mediated between fire and water, and the

ability to mediate between heaven and earth is precisely what Augustine supposes the

esoteric theurgists intend to exploit:

Who could be found to reconcile me to you? Was I to beg the help of the

angels? What prayer should I use? What sacred rites? Many have tried to

return to you, and have not had the strength in themselves to achieve it, so I

have been told ... For in their quest they have been lifted up by pride in their

high culture, inflating their chest rather than beating their breast. Through an

affinity in heart they attracted to themselves as associates and allies of their

pride ‘the powers of the air’ (Eph. 2: 2) who deluded them with magical

powers. They sought a mediator to purify them, and it was not the true one.

For it was ‘the devil transforming himself into an angel of light’ (2 Cor. 11:

14). It was a potent enticement for proud flesh that he had no carnal body.

They were mortal and sinful men. But you, Lord, to whom in pride they

sought to be reconciled, are immortal and without sin. But a mediator between

God and the human race ought to have something in common with God and

something in common with humanity. If the Mediator were in both aspects

1 As a parallel phenomenon, rhetoric becomes demonologically charged just as demonology is brought 
to bear on other rhetorics.
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like humanity, he would be far distant from God. If he were in both aspects 

like God, he would be far distant from humanity, and so would be no 

mediator. That is why the deceiving mediator, by whom through your secret 

judgements pride deserved to be deluded, has one thing in common with 

human beings, namely sin. He wishes to appear to have another feature in 

common with God: since he is not clothed with mortal flesh, he boasts that he 

is immortal. But because ‘the wages of sin is death’ (Rom. 6: 23), he in 

common with mankind is condemned to death. (Confessions 218-9)

The Platonic aspects of this ignominy recur in The City o f God, during Augustine’s 

most extensive treatment of the role of demons in Greek thought. Here, Apuleius “the 

Platonist” (46) is exhibited as a misguided theorist of the nature of demons, and is 

corrected at every turn. The issue of aeriality is central once again, and Augustine 

devotes chapter 15 of Book 8 to an explanation of the imprudence of honouring 

demons simply on account of “the loftiness of their abode” (48). By the end of the 

chapter, Augustine has found the Platonic theory of matter wanting in relation to “the 

values of living creatures,” and accordingly he concludes that “even Platonists should 

understand that in gauging the goodness of souls they ought not to take account of the 

order that may exist in the hierarchy of matter, for a poorer body may have a better 

soul and a poorer soul inhabit a better body” (49). In this way, Augustine seeks to 

persuade us that demons are unworthy and unreliable mediators. While this 

constitutes a partial challenge to Platonic demonology, it also paradoxically increases
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the terribleness of the mediator in philosophical terms: the demon has now become a 

double of the senses.3

It is this stumbling-block in Augustine’s thought that animates some of 

Descartes’s Meditations on The First Philosophy.4 In “Meditation I: Of the Things of 

Which We may Doubt,” we are reminded that “[a]ll that I have, up to this moment, 

accepted as possessed of the highest truth and certainty, I received either from or 

through the senses. I observed, however, that these sometimes mislead us; and it is the 

part of prudence not to place absolute confidence in that by which we have once been 

deceived.” (80). Inevitably, this leads to a generalized doubt: “Am I so dependent on

3 Augustine’s De divinatione daemonum  elaborates on the nature of demons, and their particular 
aptitude for ensnaring human perception:

Endowed with . . . keenness of perception and speed of movement, they foretell and declare 
many things that they have recognized far in advance. At this, because of the sluggishness of 
earthly perception, men wonder. The demons, too, through the long period into which their 
life is extended, have gained a far greater experience in events than accrues to men because of 
the brief span of their lives. Through these faculties which the nature of the aerial body has 
allotted, demons not only foretell many things that will occur but also perform many 
miraculous acts. (426)

This accounts for how demons gain their insights, and Augustine applies this in explaining how what 
look like demonic powers are often simply events (that would occur regardless) prognosticated by way 
of the dem on’s keen senses and experience of humans: “sometimes they foretell, not the deeds which 
they themselves perform, but future events which they recognize in advance through natural signs 
which cannot reach the senses o f men.” Conversely, Augustine also considered it possible for demons 
to form predictions based on “acts which they themselves intend to perform” (430), so that the limited 
range of happenings within the power of demons could be timed to fulfil their own prophecies. In both 
of these configurations, divination by demons results in trickery that only “works” from the perspective 
of the deluded human.

Compare Nicholas of Cusa’s remarkably consistent position in his sermon Ibant magi some 
one thousand years after Augustine:

The first thing the Devil does in sending out this type of thought against the faith is to send out 
divinations whenever he wants to turn someone into a prophet and a diviner. Now, it would 
take too long to talk about this matter now -  how an effect stems from a cause, how the spirits 
know what the causes of future events are at any time, and how people know how eclipses 
happen and showers of rain, and how physicians know about health, etc. . . .  To tell the future 
is to make divinations, and that is suitable only for God. Astrologers [astronomi] go beyond 
their boundaries and fall into heresy and are led astray in their opinions by the Devil. (78) 

There is an intricate relation here between efficacy and intentionality, resulting in a splitting of the 
potentiality of an act into intended and unintended effects, but also incorporating the possibility o f an 
illusion of the intended effect(s), wherein the product of the action is a simulacrum (of knowledge, in 
this case) that plays out a certain kind of structural irony.

I do not imply direct contingency on this point. W hile we must not overstate the Augustinianism of 
Descartes, neither must we suppose that Descartes participates wholesale in the classical tradition of 
scepticism, which is foreign to the extrapolations of the cogito. For more on this relationship, see 
Curley, Descartes Against the Skeptics.



the body and the senses that without these I cannot exist? But I had the persuasion that 

there was absolutely nothing in the world, that there was no sky and no earth, neither 

minds nor bodies” (86).

Beyond the senses is the faculty of understanding, and this too is called into 

doubt. Yet this last layer before the cogito requires Descartes to invoke a new and 

more impressive agency, the deus deceptor. Decisively, the internal demands of the 

space between these otherwise contiguous thought-experiments can be considered 

Augustinian in character:

Scholars have long debated why Descartes in the first meditation embraces the 

possibility that “some malicious demon” deceives him but in the third 

considers the possibility that God deceives him about what he perceives 

clearly with the mind’s eye. Many have wondered about this change and 

debated whether the deceiving God represents a different doubt than the 

earlier malicious demon. Augustine’s views about the abilities of evil spirits 

helps [sic] dispel the perplexity. The doubt expressed in the first meditation 

pertains only to those things perceived by images. Descartes resolves, “I will 

suppose therefore that not God, who is supremely good and the source of 

truth, but rather some malicious demon of the utmost power and cunning has 

employed all his energies in order to deceive me. I shall think that the sky, the 

air, the earth, colours, shapes, sounds and all external things are merely the 

delusions of dreams which he has devised to ensnare my judgement” . 

Descartes here proposes to doubt all the judgements he makes concerning 

material things. To perceive material things requires images. Augustinian 

doctrine allows that demons can perceive the images present to the soul and 

can counterfeit them intending to deceive. Demons, however, cannot see or
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produce intuitions. Accordingly, when Descartes seeks to doubt even the clear 

and distinct intuitions of his pure understanding, he must invoke the 

impossible: a deceiving God. Only God can bestow intuition, and so deceptive 

intuition must come from a deceiving God. Descartes’s usage in his other 

works conforms to this interpretation. (Bagger 213)

So, it is to be understood that the domain of demons is that of images and of 

representation, simulation and dissimulation.

2.2.2 - The terror of dissimulation

Demonic representation passes into western philosophy and culture, leading to 

the creation of virtually a new kind of discourse; what we might call amphibology. 

Neither truly epistemology nor phenomenology, this aesthetic of suspicion codifies 

itself in multiple forms, from literature to cybertheory. Frequently, amphibology 

depends upon the prototypical thought experiment politically inflected by the 

replacement of “Descartes’ demon with that icon of anti-intellectualism, the mad 

(neuro)scientist... This question is often discussed by philosophers today, with no 

consensus emerging. It is rather grossly, but commonly, called the “Brain in a Vat” 

problem” (Cooney 24). The irony here, however, is that the suspicion of 

representation -  in effect the compulsion to an “unverifiable” certainty -  is not a 

foundation of the brain-in-a-vat problem, but an elaboration of it:

Descartes was asking for absolute certainty from a brain-in-a-vat, a certainty 

that was not needed when the brain (or the mind) was firmly attached to its 

body and the body thoroughly involved in its normal ecology. As in Curt

82



Siodmak’s novel Donovan’s Brain, absolute certainty is the sort of neurotic 

fantasy that only a surgically removed mind would look for after it had lost 

everything else. (Latour, Pandora’s Hope 4)

Nevertheless, representation -  which was always political in any case -  is given over 

to the power of demons and their potential colleagues in neuroscience. The human 

compulsion to enter the realm of demonic illusion is, for Augustine, consistently 

fuelled by curiosity: “They ... have lapsed into a desire for curious visions, and have 

been rewarded with illusions” (Confessions 218). In “The Divination of Demons,” 

this is partially elaborated, as those who “think it proper to serve the demons and to 

render them divine honors” are “prompted especially by the vice of curiosity, because 

of their desire for a false happiness and for an earthly and temporal success” (427). 

Demonic representation and dissimulation is attractive fundamentally, then, because 

of its promise of happiness.

The turn here to aesthetics is profound and irresistible. Indeed, Augustine is 

keenly aware of this, and repeatedly accommodates the view that demons “delight in 

the obscenities of the stage and in the fables of poetry”. This is based, in part, on the 

Platonic doctrine that demons have “passions of the mind in common with men” (City 

o f God 46); passions that are directly associated with curiosity in the Confessions. 

Having discussed the excesses of “artists and connoisseurs of external beauty,” 

Augustine adds

... another form of temptation, manifold in its dangers ... a cupidity which 

does not take delight in carnal pleasure but in perceptions acquired through the 

flesh. It is a vain inquisitiveness dignified with the title of knowledge and 

science. As this is rooted in the appetite for knowing, and as among the senses 

the eyes play a leading role in acquiring knowledge, the divine word calls it
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‘the lust of the eyes’ (1 John 2: 16) ... because seeing is a function in which 

eyes hold the first place but other senses claim the word for themselves by 

analogy when they are exploring any department of knowledge. (Confessions 

210- 1)

This is then immediately compounded by another scathing critique of curiosity, which 

further distinguishes it from simple pleasure:

Pleasure pursues beautiful objects -  what is agreeable to look at, to hear, to 

smell, to taste, to touch. But curiosity pursues the contraries of these delights 

with the motive of seeing what these experiences are like, not with a wish to 

undergo discomfort, but out of a lust for experimenting and knowing ... To 

satisfy this diseased craving, outrageous sights are staged in public shows ... 

This motive is again at work if, using a perverted science for the same end, 

people try to achieve things by magical arts. (211-2)

All this makes Augustine glad of his own detachment: “theatres do not now capture 

my interest. I do not study to understand the transit of the stars. My soul has never 

sought responses from ghosts. I detest all sacrilegious rites” (212). For others, 

however, occult learning and demonic dissimulations like the stage and poetry are 

clearly a danger to salvation. Drama and poetry are here the most striking of the dark 

arts, since their riskiness is a distinctively Platonic judgement -  indeed, was it not 

Plato himself who desired that these things be excluded from the city? Augustine 

acknowledges this, and states explicitly that “when Plato prohibited these poetical 

fictions, which he detested, he did not deprive the gods but the demons of the pleasure 

of theatrical plays.” (City o f God 46). This admission of the danger of artistic 

representation presses us still further into a new area of aesthetics.
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In The Man Without Content, Giorgio Agamben comments that “Plato, as is 

well known, sees the poet as a danger and a cause of ruin for the city” . However, he 

introduces the Platonic position above all to substantiate the Nietzschean campaign 

“in favor of interested art” (3).5 Crucially, this aesthetic is in agreement with 

Augustine’s model because its nature is nothing less than magical:

If one compares what [Nietzsche] writes in the third essay of the Genealogy o f 

Morals with the terms Antonin Artaud uses in the preface to Theater and Its 

Double to describe the agony of Western culture, one notices, precisely on this 

point, a surprising agreement in their views. ‘It is our occidental idea of art 

that has caused us to lose culture.... To our inert and disinterested idea of art 

an authentic culture opposes a violently egoistic and magical, i.e., interested 

idea.’ (2)

The overwhelming pertinence of this movement is crystallized finally by the 

appearance of Augustine himself:

When Artaud, in ‘Theater and the Plague,’ remembers ... the fury with which 

Saint Augustine attacks the ‘scenic games,’ responsible for the death of the 

soul, one can hear in his words the nostalgia that a soul such as his, who 

thought that theatre drew its only worth ‘from an excruciating magical relation 

to reality and danger,’ must have felt for a time that had such a concrete and 

interested notion of the theatre as to deem it necessary to destroy it for the 

health of soul and city. (3)

Central to the idea of interested, dangerous art is the interested artist, whose impulse 

to make art is not tied to an external systematic aesthetics of beauty and beholder, but

5 “For the one who creates it, art becomes an increasingly uncanny experience, with respect to which 
speaking of interest is at the very least a euphemism, because what is at stake seems to be not in any 
way the production of a beautiful work but instead the life and death of the author, or at least his or her 
spiritual health” (Agamben, The Man Without Content 5).
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rather to the same gesture towards happiness that Augustine observed in relation to 

curiosity and the soliciting of demons:

... the aesthetic dimension -  the sensible apprehension of the beautiful object 

on the part of the spectator -  is replaced by the creative experience of the artist 

who sees in his work only une promesse de bonheur, a promise of happiness. 

Having reached the furthest limit of its destiny in the “hour of the shortest 

shadow,” art leaves behind the neutral horizon of the aesthetic and recognizes 

itself in the “golden ball” of the will to power. (Agamben, The Man Without 

Content 2)

With this promise of happiness,6 however, comes a total investment in the magic of 

the work and its dissimulations. This is Nietzsche’s Dionysian abandon, wherein “the 

entire emotional system is alerted and intensified: so that it discharges all its powers 

of representation, imitation, transfiguration, transmutation, every kind of mimicry and 

play-acting, conjointly” (Nietzsche 84). The romantic or Dionysian artist, like 

Wilde’s Basil Hallward (the example is apt), gambles everything in the demonic 

aesthesis.8 In a truly Nietzschean art, “what is at stake seems to be not in any way the 

production of a beautiful work but instead the life and death of the author, or at least 

his or her spiritual health” (Agamben, The Man Without Content 5).

There is a last twist, however. For Agamben, the moment at which 

Nietzschean, Dionysian art takes hold is “the hour of the shortest shadow” (5). 

Unacknowledged, this is a direct reference to Nietzsche’s Twilight o f the Idols, and

6 See also Agamben, “Magic and Happiness” in Profanations.

1 In opposition to the “Apollinian” (Nietzsche 84) or Apollonian; these terms are also recurrent in 
German literary romanticism.

‘The spirit is an independent servant and assumes, in magical practices, the role of chance. The 
magician ends up admitting that his science is not an infallible one and that his will is not necessarily 
accomplished. He is dealing with power.” (Mauss 101)
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specifically the section entitled “How the ‘Real W orld’ at last Became a Myth:

History of an Error” (50). Here, Nietzsche’s task is to enumerate the varying stages of 

scepticism about external reality. The “error” culminates thus:

“We have abolished the real world: what world is left? the apparent world 

perhaps? ... But no! with the real world we have also abolished the apparent 

world!

(Mid-day; moment of the shortest shadow; end of the longest error; 

zenith of mankind; INCIPIT ZARATHUSTRA)” (51)

The hour of the shortest shadow, then, is when scepticism finally retreats. In 

Agamben’s reading, it is when “interested” and magical art begins.9 The coincidence 

of these events -  as it has emerged tentatively from my explorations -  demands, 

perhaps, a demonic repudiation of demonology, whereby magic’s promesse de 

bonheur10 (what is this if not a mystery of hope?) enters its proper state of 

potentiality.
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ours only through magic.” (Agamben, “Magic and Happiness” 21)
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2.3 -  Angelic Mediations

Wer, wenn ich schriee, horte mich denn aus der Engel

Ordnungen?

Who, if I cried out, might hear me -  among the ranked Angels?

(Rainer Maria Rilke, Duino Elegies 20-1, trans. Cohn)

2.3.1 -  Twins

On Saturday 21 January 1893, William Butler Yeats advanced to the degree of 

Adeptus Minor in the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn, choosing for his magical 

name the Latin phrase “daemon est deus in v e r s u s Were we to paraphrase this motto 

in light of the previous chapter, we might conclude also that “daemon est nuntius 

inversus.” Yet, this is not so: throughout the complex (and defiantly asymmetrical) 

history of demons and angels, they have rarely been considered to enjoy a mutually 

reflective relationship.1

Indeed, in Augustine’s selective appropriation of Platonic demonology we can 

read the traces of that more ancient Greek tradition, in which all angels were 

daimones (S a i / . i c Q V E iThe confusion here stems from Augustine’s simultaneous use 

of Platonic and biblical terms: those entities revered by the Platonists remained (in 

Augustine’s Latin form) daemones, but -  as is to be expected -  this had taken on a 

new and morally distinct sense. However, the metaphysics of the classical set was

1 The highly inconsistent figuring of the Christian “fallen angels” demonstrates the murkiness of this 
issue, but there do exist intriguing attempts to formalize their role as exact “antiangels,” such as Alan 
of Lille’s delineation of the exordo.



borrowed for Augustine’s exegesis of the (partly analogous) biblical ayysXoi. The 

resulting ambivalence of demon allowed Augustine great latitude with his use of 

Platonic materials, and facilitated his efforts at ontologically and physically 

distinguishing angels and demons (the former of which were deemed to have spiritual 

rather than purely aerial bodies).

Despite these attempts to differentiate a formerly singular idea, the Platonic 

legacy is still discernible. In Allan D. Fitzgerald’s Augustine through the Ages: An 

Encyclopedia, the entry on angels begins by establishing them as “intermediate beings 

between God and human beings” (20). When we come to the entry on demons, we are 

told likewise that these are “intermediaries between God and humans” (266). In this 

respect then, the great enemies occupy similar roles. In the doctrine and philosophy 

that Augustine bequeathed to the Middle Ages, however, this shared space opens a 

new and magical possibility, infinitely resistant to the Augustinian (and later 

Cartesian) aesthetics of doubt. If demonology warns of the risk of deception and 

dissimulation inherent to the search for mediation, then angelology offers a hope at 

least as powerful that mediation is nevertheless not only possible, but necessary.

In Christian terms, angelology is implicit in the theological underpinnings of 

Neoplatonism itself -  and not merely in its treatment of the disputed aerial daemones. 

Indeed, it is in the cosmogony of Plotinus that we find the intellectual basis for a great 

deal of discourse on angels and their relation to the Creator:
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“ “In general, the fathers and mothers o f the church Christianized pagan angelology by (1) 
subordinating angelic ministry to Christ’s unique mediation, though early on Christ him self was 
equated with the Angel of Great Counsel; (2) decidedly opposing syncretistic efforts to identify angels 
with the pagan messengers o f gods; and (3) developing a theology of angels that studied, in the light of 
divine revelation, the invisible world of spiritual intelligences (good angels) created by God who assist 
humanity in the attainment o f salvation and share with men and women the call to grace and glory.” 
(Chase 253)



It is precisely because there is nothing within the One that all things are from 

it; in order that Being may be brought about, the source must be no Being but 

Being’s generator, in what is to be thought of as the primal act of generation 

... the One is perfect and, in our metaphor, as overflowed, and its exuberance 

has produced the new: this product has turned again to its begetter ....

(Plotinus 361)

The precise character and order of these emanations -  including the names properly 

used to describe them -  rapidly became a pressing concern for Christians who took 

the Neoplatonists seriously. The biblical presence of angels must not be discounted in 

this regard, yet Gustav Davidson goes as far as to judge in the Introduction to his 

Dictionary o f Angels that the Bible is “the last place to look” for named angels (ix). 

Indeed, the biblical account of cosmogony could not support a true angelology on its 

own terms: instead, it was the concatenation of biblical and Neoplatonic material 

which led to the production of angelological discourses:

As angelic spirituality developed through the early Patristic period and into the 

medieval period and beyond, the angels were grouped in hierarchical orders. 

Scripture itself is not without hints that some angels were higher or closer to 

God than others. But it was certainly the influence of Neo-Platonist 

metaphysical notions of emanation from and return to “the One” (hen) and of 

the mediating quality of intelligences between humanity and the gods that 

influenced Christian thinking and practice concerning the angels.

(Chase 18)

There is a further element in the history of angelology, however, which is 

occasionally overlooked or subsumed within the study of biblical precedent: that is, 

the Semitic tradition. Aside from Scripture, the body of discourse preserved in Jewish
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rabbinic and mystical traditions, including Merkabah and Hekhalot lore (from which 

the Kabbalah originates), remains one of the richest sources for speculative 

angelology. Even these “disciplines” cannot be wholly disentangled from classical 

philosophy, however, since their development proceeds alongside that of Platonism 

and Aristotelianism within Hellenized Judah.3 The concept of emanation from the 

One, for instance, was as important for the early kabbalists as it was for Plotinus and 

Porphyry, and the extent and character of the intellectual exchange implicit in this 

correspondence is uncertain. What is beyond doubt is that the intellectual 

preoccupation with the nature of the hierarchical “unfolding” of the Godhead forms 

the core of scholastic angelology, angelic mysticism, and ultimately angelic magic.

If the Neoplatonists established a framework for a hierarchical overflow from 

God, the medieval scholastics meticulously explored both the theoretical and practical 

implications of this principle. The bridge between these theological traditions is, as 

has been widely discussed, the work of Pseudo-Dionysius, and the specific text that 

links late antique Neoplatonism with scholastic angelology is undoubtedly De coelesti 

liierarchia, in which the nine orders of angels are described (Seraphim, Cherubim, 

Thrones, Dominations, Virtues, Powers, Principalities, Archangels, Angels).4 In 

Angelic Spirituality, Steven Chase usefully collects five medieval commentaries on 

the Celestial Hierarchy by John Scotus Eriugena, Hugh of St. Victor, Alan of Lille 

and Thomas Gallus. The unique nature of the reception of Pseudo-Dionysius’s 

writings (due in large part to the prestigious status of Dionysius the Areopagite as a 

New Testament figure) is evident from these selections, though it must be noted that

The later interactions of Neoplatonism and Judaism are made explicit by the work of the medieval 
Jewish philosopher Solomon ibn Gabirol.

4 The Celestial Hierarchy is the subject of a 2008 revisionist historicization by Rosemary A. Arthur; 
see Arthur, Pseudo-Dionysius as Polemicist: The Development and Purpose o f the Angelic Hierarchy 
in 6th Century Syria.



his canonicity was not as secure as scholars (following the example of C. A. Patrides) 

have tended to portray it.5

Pseudo-Dionysius’s influence also extended to the principally Aristotelian 

Doctor of the Church, Thomas Aquinas, who made use of the nine angelic orders of 

De coelesti hierarchia in his Summa Theologica. In Pseudo-Dionysius and the 

Metaphysics o f Aquinas, Fran O ’Rourke has claimed that the Celestial Hierarchy, and 

Pseudo-Dionysius’s views on emanation in general, contributed significantly to 

Aquinas’s theology of perfection. It is in light of this, perhaps, that we may 

understand David Keck’s summation that “[t]o the scholastics, the universe required 

the existence of angels” (4). Both this statement and Aquinas’s explicit usage of the 

Pseudo-Dionysian angelic orders are substantiated by the striking association of 

angelology with cosmology found in the Summa Theologica'.

The Angelic Doctor, working from Origen's reading of Matthew 24: 29, 

“virtutes caelorum commovebuntur,” and working from the principle that the 

virtues as the middle order of angels mediate between celestial and terrestrial 

matters, states that it is indeed the virtues who move the heavens.

Significantly, he does not remark on the fact that the virtues would thus have 

the duties of both performing supernatural miracles and directing the natural 

processes of generation, movement, and decay through the regular motion of 

the spheres ... (Keck 67)

Here we encounter, with greater clarity than elsewhere thus far, the issue of mediation 

seen in angelic rather than solely Christological terms: Christ’s exceptional mediation,
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however extemporal, is nonetheless one clustered around the incarnational positivity 

of Event,6 while angelic mediation is an ontic condition of the cosmos.

2.3.2 -  The topological rediscovery of presence

It is the a priori participation of the angelic hierarchy in the perfection of God 

and the cosmos that makes these “intelligences” vital to the mystical tradition, to an 

extent frequently unacknowledged.7 It is possible to speculate, moreover, that angels 

form a primary typological structure of Christian mysticism, since it is they who, from 

the moment of their creation, have been in the presence of God to varying degrees. 

Each order of angels mediates to the next, and Aquinas allows that within the 

perfection of this celestial ordering there inheres the potential for epistemological 

confusion. That is, the hierarchy itself is perfectly ordered, but the flow of knowledge 

through the hierarchy is necessarily in a state of incompleteness, the Divine Will 

being only partially revealed at any time: “And so according as they consult the divine 

will concerning various contrary and opposing merits, they are said to resist one 

another; not that their wills are in opposition ... but that the things about which they 

seek knowledge are in opposition.” (Summa Theologica, cited Keck 63)
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6 This notion has impacted modem philosophy and theology -  see Badiou, Being and Event and Saint 
Paul: The Origin ofUniversalism , as well as Cavanaugh, Torture and the Eucharist: Theology, Politics 
and the Body o f  Christ. Cavanaugh draws on the “Radical Orthodoxy” movement, led by John 
Milbank: for an introduction, see Milbank et al, Radical Orthodoxy: A New Theology. For another 
recent response to the “event” of Christianity see John D. Caputo, The Weakness o f  God: A Theology o f  
the Event.

1 Keck goes further: “Arguably, given the widespread importance of angels to the men and women of 
the Middle Ages, the subject of medieval angelology is the most neglected topic in medieval studies.”
(4)



In the Pseudo-Dionysian angelological model as well as most others, it is the 

seraphim who remain closest to the presence of God. These angels “surround the 

throne of Glory and unceasingly intone the trisagion (‘holy, holy, holy’)” (Davidson 

267). As the most intimate participants in God’s presence outside the Godhead itself, 

for the mystic the seraphim may take on an aspirational value, becoming “an 

exemplar of divine mystery” (Chase 123). Hugh of St. Victor, in the De sex alis 

cherubim, confirms this possibility with reference to one specific characteristic of the 

seraphim: “And the seraphim (which means ‘burning’), so beautifully represented in 

divine scripture, symbolize those men and women who are first illuminated by 

understanding and afterward are made to burn brightly with love” (127).

o
The mystical nature of this angelic illumination is clear, as is the fact that, despite 

their mutual critique, scholasticism and the mysticism of the St. Victor school (and 

beyond) shared in a Pseudo-Dionysian angelology. In his notes on Hugh’s treatise on 

the cherubim and seraphim, Chase discusses in more detail the concept of seraphic 

“burning”:

By participating in the radiation of divine love and knowledge, the seraphim 

serve as a theophanic link between the eternal and omnipotent fullness of God 

and the temple which God fills and where created creatures dwell. Hugh of St. 

Victor elaborates the mediatory quality of the seraphim by connecting the 

metaphor of ‘burning’ as a kind of angelic anthropology to the ‘burning’ of the 

human heart and mind. (287)

The approximation of human mystical experience to seraphic burning is corroborated 

by accounts of the 13th-14th century Franciscan John of A1 verna, who “was said to

8 Light and illumination is a frequent concern in Pseudo-Dionysian and Neoplatonic thought in general. 
This preoccupation carries over prominently into Augustine and remains important to both visionary 
and apophatic mysticism up to the present day. In addition, the idea of “burning love” is famously 
taken up by Richard Rolle in the fourteenth century.
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have been raised to the cherubic splendour and seraphic fire during his mystical 

raptures” (Keck 197). Thus we may elaborate several different layers of angelic 

mediation between god and humanity. First, the celestial hierarchy mediates the will 

of the Godhead down to the terrestrial level in accordance with scholastic doctrine. In 

this sense, humans relate most closely to the simple “angels,” but are connected to the 

other orders (and to the Godhead) through a kind of translation. Simultaneously, the 

highest orders of angels serve as a means of knowing God by allowing ecstatics and 

mystics to identify structurally -  by “mathematical” substitution or topology -  with 

the experience of presence possessed by the seraphim. This can be seen at work in 

Richard Rolle’s preoccupation with burning love, which is described in explicitly 

seraphic terms. Rolle’s interest in seraphic love (the highest that can be experienced 

by an entity other than the godhead itself) is mediated in part through Thomas Gallus 

of Vercelli, whose own commentaries explore “Dionysian and Victorine themes of 

seraphic vision” (Pollard 100).

The agreement of scholastic and mystical writers on these issues is further 

clarified by Aquinas, who permits that

The summit of man does indeed touch the base of the angelic nature, by a kind 

of likeness; but man does not rest there as in the ultimate end, but reaches out 

to the universal wellspring of goodness itself, which is the common object of 

happiness of all the blessed, being the infinite and perfect good” (“Thomas 

Aquinas on Happiness” 360)

Through the cultural and linguistic exchanges associated with the “rise of the 

universities” (Jolly 40), scholasticism drew in Jewish and Arabic material that 

touched on astrology, theurgy and even necromancy, while those on the fringes of 

mystical practice sought meditative formulae that would enable them to supplicate
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angels to grant revelatory visions (rituals of this kind will be assessed more fully in 

Part 3). The meeting (or reunion) of these traditions can be seen to manifest in the 

textual genre of “angelic magic,” which Claire Fanger claims has “in the past suffered 

the most extreme neglect” (xi), much as Keck believes angelology in general to have 

been overlooked.

Should it seem unlikely that angelic magic negotiates the space between 

scholastic and mystical traditions, it is useful to recognize the bibliographical 

proximity of texts by writers of fundamental scholastic importance such as al-Kindi to 

texts containing magical formulae for the naming and petitioning of angels. For 

instance, in the catalogue for the now-lost collection of Thomas Erghome we find al- 

Kindi’s De radiis in the same codex (admittedly an unusually comprehensive volume) 

as “explicitly necromantic or ceremonial magic texts” including “Tractatus de 

nominibus angelorum et effectibus eorum” (Klaassen 9). In the fifteenth prayer of 

John the Monk’s fourteenth-century Book o f Visions o f the Blessed and Undefiled 

Virgin Mary, John’s occult mysticism is framed in terms of (scholastically 

compatible) angelology. During the record of his mystical journey, he is described as 

“gradatim transiens per omnes gradus militia celestis orando et contemplando” (194).9 

In the terms Keck uses to describe angelic mysticism, “The common understanding of 

the angelic hierarchies and their proximity to God provided language for expressing 

... an intense and unmediated experience of the divine” (197).

But magic goes further still than this. In the fourteenth-century Sworn Book of 

Honorius of Thebes, Robert Mathiesen finds a “truly remarkable” magical operation 

that “is nothing less than an elaborate ritual to obtain, almost at will, what Catholic 

theologians term the Beatific Vision, that is, a vision of God Almighty in all His

9 “Passing step-by-step through all the ranks of the celestial orders, praying and contemplating.”



Glory, during which the viewer can (one presumes) even participate to some extent in 

god’s omniscience” (150). In this text, edited by Daniel J. Driscoll in the 1970s, an 

angelology is formulated which diverges considerably from both scholastic and 

mystical “orthodoxy” in this matter: “We are told that angels are either celestial, aerial 

or earthly, and further that the celestial angels are of two kinds, namely, ‘those who 

serve God only and those who serve God, but will also answer to man’” (Mathiesen 

151). The direct mystical link between the celestial angels and humanity is due, 

according to the magician, to the fact that “the soul of man was created with them and 

in their likeness” (Driscoll 7). This is not quite consistent with Aquinas’s judgement 

that “[t]he summit of man does indeed touch the base of the angelic nature” (“Thomas 

Aquinas on Happiness” 360), but it makes seemingly fresh demands of angelology 

and angels alike, requiring that the celestial intelligences take on the duties of 

translating (both discursively and metaphysically) the human into the divine and the 

reverse. Fortunately, translation is well within the mystical purview of mediation:

As a form of mystical consciousness, angelic spirituality is a way of 

experiencing and describing ‘consciousness of ... the immediate and direct 

presence of God.’ The angels are messengers; they are translators of mystical 

consciousness ... George Steiner, in his book Real Presences, has wisely 

noted that ‘the master translator can be described as a perfect host.’ As master 

translators, the angels witness to the concept of courtesy; theirs is the mastery 

of a message that informs even as it comforts, that forms even as it casts out 

darkness. (Chase 73)
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The mystical joining of the human and angelic, or the realization of the angelic 

potential of the human, can in this way be framed in terms of discourse.10 When 

Aleister Crowley resolved to try once again to perform the “Abra-Melin” operation 

translated by Samuel Liddell MacGregor Mathers, he set out his new magical destiny 

as follows:

‘I am indeed SENT to do something.’ For whom? For the Universe; no partial 

good could possibly satisfy his equation. ‘I am, then, the ‘chosen Priest and 

Apostle of Infinite Space.’ Very good: and what is the message? What shall I 

teach men?’ And like lightning from heaven fell upon him these words: ‘THE 

KNOWLEDGE AND CONVERSATION OF THE HOLY GUARDIAN ANGEL.’ 

(The Confessions o f Aleister Crowley 516)

If angels are indeed “translators of mystical consciousness” (Chase 73), and if

furthermore these magical “conversations” aim in their most ambitious forms to

reveal the knowledge that will unite the human with the angelic (or even the divine),

then the message relayed is not merely the “Annunciation” of content, but itself must

be an act of “pure” translation. Put simply, the angel must translate itself, and in so

doing provide the human with access to the presence of God, beyond mediation and

yet infinitely and recursively mediated. This is a question, then, of form: the angel

must give up the mystery of its very body when required. It is in precisely these terms

that Michel Serres sets out his own contemporary angelology of communication: “The

angels are the messages; their very body is the message” (Conversations 119). While

Serres’s angelology seeks to describe today’s “space traversed with messages” (118),

in conversation with novelist Hari Kunzru he compares this effort explicitly with

medieval traditions: “If you read medieval angelology you find exactly the same

10 Similarly, we find John Dee (mediated via his scryer Edward Kelley) recording “angelic 
conversations” and attempting to unravel the Enochian language through Kabbalah.
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demonstrations ... all the problems for angelology -  what is a message? who are the 

messengers? what is the messenger’s body? -  like Saint Thomas Aquinas, the early 

church fathers, the Pseudo-Dionysius, and so on” (Serres and Kunzru, “Art,

Writing”).

Likewise, in Serres’s dedicated study La Legende des Anges, we are reminded 

that “[d]ans la tradition la plus ancienne, les Anges-messagers ne prennent pas 

toujours et seulement forme humaine .... Lorsque des Anges expirent, ils font, ainsi, 

voir deux fois le message: ce qu’ils produisent et ce qu’ils sont” (25).

Why, finally, might the angel’s most important message be simply “what it 

is”? In outlining the two ways in which angels operate as mediators -  that is, through 

hierarchy and analogy -  I have omitted a third which proceeds from these 

possibilities: both of these angelic functions may serve anagogically as promises of 

the afterlife and the future role of humans in the kingdom of God. In Book 9 of 

Augustine’s Enchiridion ad Laurentium de fide, spe et caritate, we read fleetingly of 

“The Replacement of the Fallen Angels By Elect Men”. In light of eschatology, then, 

perhaps we seek to know the angels in order to know our own future:

For in these cycles the nature of the creatures themselves is not at all the same, 

but is subject to great changes, and what in our present world can be said only 

of the angels will in another world be true of man and his works. (Gershom 

Scholem, On the Kabbalah and Its Symbolism 79)
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3.1: “Ritual Words and Deeds”

For art to exist, for any sort of aesthetic activity or perception to exist, a 

certain physiological precondition is indispensable: intoxication. Intoxication 

must first have heightened the excitability of the entire machine: no art results 

before that happens.... In this condition one enriches everything out of one’s 

own abundance: what one sees, what one desires, one sees swollen, pressing, 

strong, overladen with energy. The man in this condition transforms things 

until they mirror his power -  until they are reflections of his perfection. This 

compulsion to transform into the perfect is -  art.

(Friedrich Nietzsche, Twilight o f  the Idols 82-3)

3.1.1 - Where is the ritual in ritual magic?

The relationship between medieval ritual magic and ritual itself may easily be 

made invisible by the practice of textual study. Within the parameters of this field, in 

answer to the question “What is ritual magic?”, it is seemingly enough to know 

simply that “it labels a certain readily identifiable genre of text” (Fanger vii). With 

this designation, it might seem that we have already given up on access (even 

speculatively) to historical action, deeming any associated performance to be 

irretrievably hors-texte. It is doubtful, however, if “a genre of text” would be 

considered an adequate definition of contemporary ritual magic, or (better) that of 

nineteenth-century English occultists. If not, it must be accepted that the textual 

record cannot ethically be reduced to itself, but rather should make visible segments



of a certain network of practice. Further, while relative homogeneity between internal 

features of the texts in question may be sufficient to justify a common evidentiary 

category, it is difficult to argue that the specific label of “ritual” magic does not make 

a qualitative judgement about these features and, by extension, the function of the 

textual phenomena themselves. Elizabeth M. Butler begins her important 1949 

monograph with the caveat “I have called [the book] Ritual Magic, but it only deals 

with a limited number of printed texts localized almost exclusively in Europe and 

concentrated for the most part in specimens of a quasi-modern nature” (vii). However, 

this “narrowness” (vii) does not prevent Butler from extrapolating from her sources a 

general schematic:

Ceremonial or ritual magic ... aimed principally at control of the spirit world. 

The means were complex and various, ranging from short spells and charms to 

lengthy and highly elaborate ceremonies, in which prayers or invocations 

played the major part. In the preparation for this kind of operation, however, 

the material world was also pressed into the service of the exorcist; and a 

whole science was reared on the hypothesis of a natural affinity existing 

between the separate planets and luminaries and the metals, precious stones, 

birds, beasts, flowers, herbs, colours and scents believed to be proper to each 

and therefore capable of attracting the spirits inhabiting them or the gods who 

governed them into the orbit of the magician. (4)

In the case of texts of medieval ritual magic, such as that collected by Fanger 

and her colleagues, these features are undoubtedly also present. Since these elements 

are primarily discerned in texts, the framing of scholarship on ritual magic as at base a
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textual study is defensible -  but only partially and with qualification.1 As is apparent 

from Sophie Page’s Magic in Medieval Manuscripts, as well as the plates reproduced 

in Fanger’s Conjuring Spirits and Kieckhefer’s Forbidden Rites, the “genre” of 

medieval ritual magic (or rather, the generic evidence illuminating the nature of its 

practice) is visually spectacular in ways that are distinguishable from -  but not always 

separable from -  textuality. In the Solomonic grimoires and the Ars Notoria, script 

routinely appears in circles, spirals and polygrams as part of formulae, resisting 

classification as straightforward “prose” and taking on a diagrammatic character.

Overlooking this visual complication for the moment, it might appear that 

there is a simple conflict here between textual and performative approaches. However, 

within the domain of ritual studies, which might be expected to embrace performative 

criticism, we find this opposition mirrored, with continuing internal disputes over the 

suitability of textual “metaphors” for ritual. In his essay “Risk, Ritual and 

Performance,” Leo Howe characterizes the text-performance divide in ritual studies: 

One reason the metaphor of ‘performance’ has been popular in the analysis of 

ritual is the concern that textual approaches insufficiently appreciate the 

importance of a ritual’s occasion. Text is considered inferior to metaphors of 

dialogue and of performance, the latter advanced to compensate for the 

apparent failings of the former. Metaphors of text tend to construe ritual as an

1 “To be sure, not all magic is book magic: much magical practice arises from oral culture, is 
transmitted orally, and is used without needing inscription on paper or parchment, even if it is the 
largely accidental circumstance of its having been transcribed at some point that accounts for its 
survival and its accessibility to us. But in the later Middle Ages certain forms of magic were 
increasingly assimilated to liturgy and increasingly written, so that a magical act was the performance 
from a script, or the observance of a rite whose details were enshrined in a text.” (Kieckhefer, 
Forbidden Rites 4)

2 This is a phenomenon even more distinctive than the juxtaposition of text and image traditionally 
found in illustration or illumination -  a hybridity sometimes invoked as proof of the exceptionalism of 
the “medieval page” (for a range of perspectives on the page, see Stoicheff and Taylor’s The Future o f  
the Page, and in particular John Dagenais’s “Decolonizing the Medieval Page”). These diagrammatic 
configurations signal their difference through an even greater resistance to editorial practice and the 
production of “readable” texts.



almost automatic acting out of rules based on an underlying cultural logic ... 

and analysis becomes the disclosing of the meaning embedded in the symbols. 

For various reasons performance theorists argue that rituals involve more than 

this. (63)

Crystallizing this distinction, Catherine Bell notes “[s]ome syntactically inclined 

theorists, particularly those building on Austin’s model of performative utterances 

rather than Chomsky’s model of linguistic competence, have used theories of 

performance to try to surmount the tendency to treat action like a text to be decoded. 

Performance metaphors and analogies allow them to focus, they say, on what ritual 

actually does, rather than what it is supposed to mean” (73). In prioritizing J.L. 

Austin’s “speech act” model, in which spoken discourse can be described in terms of 

locution, illocution and perlocution, such theorists are, however, still loosely within a 

linguistic (or sociolinguistic) framework.

The final movement away from text comes with the privileging of the somatic, 

kinaesthetic and haptic elements of ritual over any linguistic, textual or semiotic 

component. This body-performative approach, which is better attuned to some ritual 

acts than others, is demonstrated by Richard Schechner’s chapter on “Rasaesthetics” 

in Performance Theory. Here he associates the eyes and ears, traditional loci of 

theatre and performance, with the detachment of discourse: “Seeing requires distance; 

engenders focus or differentiation; encourages analysis or breaking apart into logical
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3 See also Roy A. Rappaport’s Ritual and Religion in the Making o f  Humanity, which notes a similar 
theoretical split with explicit reference to magic:

One large and rather heterogenous body of analytic theories would derive the occult from the 
affective force and persuasiveness of ritual perform ance... Other analytic theories would 
found the occult upon features of language, particularly as it is used in ritual, and we may note 
that all human rituals include words or acts informed by, or equivalent to, words. (48-9)



strings; privileges meaning, theme, narration” (333).4 By contrast, Schechner offers an 

account of the experience of performance as located in the digestive system:

... in other cultural traditions there are other locations for theatricality. One of 

these, the mouth, or better said, the snout-to-belly-to-bowel -  the route 

through the body managed by the enteric nervous system -  is the topic of this 

essay. The snout-to-belly-to-bowel is the ‘where’ of taste, digestion, and 

excretion. The performance of the snout-to-belly-to-bowel is an ongoing 

interlinked muscular, cellular and neurological process of testing-tasting, 

separating nourishment from waste, distributing nourishment throughout the 

body, and eliminating waste. The snout-to-belly-to-bowel is the where of 

intimacy, sharing of bodily substances, mixing the inside and outside, 

emotional experiences, and gut feelings. A good meal with good company is a 

pleasure; so is foreplay and lovemaking; so is a good shit. (Performance 

Theory 333)

In this way we might draw a further distinction between speech-performative and 

body-performative approaches within ritual studies. By now, it is clear that the 

relationship between text, ritual and performance is considerably more complex than 

it might first appear, in both theoretical and disciplinary terms. The methodological 

divisions might be drawn as follows:
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performance divide, “theory” occupies a conspicuous place. In Schechner’s model, the etymological 
link between “theory,” “theatre” and “sight” suggests a specifically Greek visual-theatrical-discursive 
matrix.
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Approaches in Textual Study

Material Semiotic

Speech-Performative

Textual

B ody-Performati ve

“Metaphors” in Ritual Study

For Leo Howe, these boundaries are unhelpful because they obscure the moment at 

which text and performance are phenomenally united: inscription. This is 

simultaneously a textual quality overlooked by many performance theorists, and an 

active/performative aspect of textuality that cannot be confined to the realm of the 

semiotic. If paying attention to the process of inscription can potentially reshape the 

structural separation of text and performance, Howe suggests (in his partial critique of 

E.L. Schieffelin’s essay “Problematizing Performance”) that it might also present 

itself as a superior metaphor for scholars to discuss ritual:

[Schieffelin] argues that text and performance are not the same, and while they 

‘may be produced out of one another, this is very different from saying they 

are reducible to one another’. Texts share some qualities with performances; 

they both have a definite sequential pattern, an internal structure, and may be
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self-referential. Nonetheless, ‘it is precisely the performativity of performance 

for which there is no analogue in text’ ... Schieffelin’s description of text fails 

to mention what is perhaps the most significant feature of the textual 

metaphor, inscription. Once inscription is taken into account, the relation 

between text and performance becomes more subtle and intricate. (Howe 64) 

Importantly, Howe does not seek to reconcile textuality and performativity as they are 

typically conceived, but rather to dispense with the myth of the static text: “Text is 

best construed, then, not as a fixed entity with definite meaning, but as a struggle 

about who can get what inscribed. This introduces ideas of risk, stake, claim, strategy 

and competition, and it is thus pre-eminently a political process” (65). With a suitably 

nuanced understanding of the textual metaphor, Howe claims, we can bring this risk

laden, political model to bear on ritual.

The issue that presents itself for any textual scholar wishing to integrate the 

insights of ritual studies into their own work on ritual magic is precisely the framing 

of method as “metaphor” . For linguists and semioticians following Lakoff and others, 

metaphor involves a mapping from one conceptual domain to another, the pragmatic 

relation between which is essentially arbitrary.5 For those who favour an 

interpretation of metaphor as a kind of translation without equivalence, or more 

broadly as one of many “ways of speaking” about the thing itself, this arbitrariness is 

attenuated from the level of pure semiosis to the entanglement of hermeneusis.6 With

5 See Lakoff and Johnson, Metaphors We Live By.

6 The theological and/or Eucharistic subtext of these questions has been partially addressed by George 
Steiner, who argued for a conception of language based on the hermeneutic gamble of “real presences” 
in his book of the same name. For a more technical and philosophical survey of the problem of 
metaphor in the context of semantics and semiotics specifically, see Paul Ricoeur, The Rule o f 
Metaphor. W hile Kevin Schilbrack notes that Ricoeur’s overall position does not appear immediately 
or unproblematically commensurable with the holism of performance studies, since he himself 
“proposes using the written text as the paradigm for understanding human action and reading as the 
paradigm for the human sciences” (6), Ricoeur nonetheless dwells substantially on the intricate 
techniques by which action is “meant” and given meaning. Like Bruno Latour, Ricoeur also
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regard to ritual studies, the metaphorical treatment of text and performance is not 

generally clarified, leaving the impression that these indeed bear no solid connection 

with the ritual phenomenon itself. This relies on the circumscription of “performance” 

within the sphere of theatricality and similarly the circumscription of “text” within the 

sphere of writing -  both presuppositions rejected by Howe by virtue of the 

intermediary function of inscription, with all its attendant risk. Howe’s argument, 

then, seems to call into question the suitability of conflating “ways of speaking about 

ritual” with “metaphors for ritual”. In light of this, his methodological conclusion -  

“risk prompts a new metaphor for ritual” (76) -  appears perversely conservative.

The metaphorical model also enforces disciplinary boundaries. If text stands 

primarily in a metaphorical relation to ritual, this leaves those studying textually 

preserved ritual practices in a delicate position. Are the textual manifestations of ritual 

practice of any value in this framework? Textual scholars eager to accommodate ritual 

studies will end up with nothing more than performative “metaphors” layered over

acknowledges that one important “discursive” structure of action is its capacity to exceed its actor. 
Interestingly, this “autonomization” is related by Ricoeur to inscription:

In the same way that a text is detached from its author, an action is detached from its agent 
and develops consequences of its own. This autonomization of human action constitutes the 
social dimension of action. An action is a social phenomenon not only because it is done in 
such a way that the role of each of them cannot be distinguished from the role of others, but 
also because our deeds escape us and have actions we did not intend. One of the meanings of 
the notion of ‘inscription’ appears here. The kind of distance that we found between the 
intention of the speaker and the verbal meaning of a text occurs between the agent and its 
action. It is this distance that makes the ascription of responsibility a specific problem. We do 
not ask, who smiled? who raised his hand? The doer is present to his doing in the same way as 
the speaker is present to his speech. With simple actions like those that require no previous 
action in order to be done, the meaning (noema) and the intention (noesis) coincide or overlap. 
With complex actions some segments are so far remote from the initial simple segments, 
which can be said to express the intention of the doer, that the ascription of these actions or 
action segments constitutes a problem as difficult to solve as that o f authorship in literary 
criticism. The assignation of an author becomes a mediate inference well known to the 
historian who tries to isolate the role of a historical character in the course of events. (153) 

Compare Latour in Pandora’s Hope:
As W hitehead so beautifully proposed, God, too, is slightly overtaken by His creation, that is, 
by all that is changed and modified and altered in encountering Him .... Yes, we are indeed 
made in the image of God, that is, we do not know what we are doing either. W e are surprised 
by what we make even when we have, even when we believe we have, complete m astery.... 
Who has ever mastered an action? Show me a novelist, a painter, an architect, a cook, who has 
not, like God, been surprised, overcome, ravished by what she was -  what they were -  no 
longer doing. (283)
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textual remains mapped ambiguously in turn onto absent ritual phenomena (spoken of 

in either body-performative, linguistic-performative or textual terms). To avoid this 

chain of irony, we might (perhaps naively) reclaim Howe’s notions of inscription and 

risk not as metaphor, but as historical, political, textual and performative actuality. 

This is not, then, a semiotic problem of text and world, nor of the supposedly solid 

textual representation of fleeting performative phenomena -  it is instead a problem of 

the function of texts within networks of both ritual and non-ritual action in which the 

text itself is materially implicated. Before discussing the representation of these 

networks, however, it will be instructive to consider a particularly striking encounter 

(which foregrounds issues of textual politics) between the study of the occult and that 

of ritual and performance.

3.1.2 - The physiognomy of culture

Scholarship dealing explicitly with the occult seldom mentions ritual and 

performance studies. In Christopher Lehrich’s The Occult Mind, which calls for “an 

interdisciplinary field of magic” (xiv, emphasis in original), this silence is broken, but 

only for long enough for Lehrich to reject the disciplines wholesale. In The Occult 

Mind's, chapter on John Dee’s Monas Hieroglyphica, Lehrich offers a comparative 

detour into Japanese No drama as a means of “familiarizing” Dee for scholars already 

overburdened by historicized otherness (61). Having made this comparison, Lehrich 

devotes four pages to refuting the utility of performance studies and “ritology” not 

only to the study of magic, but to the practice of ethnography in general. Lehrich’s 

introduction to these fields is minimal and dismissive:



The study of ritual is conspicuously dominated by the allied forms known as 

‘ritual studies’ and ‘performance studies’, respectively associated most 

strongly with Ronald L. Grimes and Richard Schechner, and in both cases 

powerfully guided by the ghostly voice of Victor W. Turner. Simply put, ritual 

studies draws on theatrical arts and ideas to understand ritual, and performance 

studies on ritual to understand theater. I find these approaches unsatisfactory 

because of a naivete that seems always to inhere in the analyses. (74)

The methodological problem Lehrich associates with ritual and performance studies, 

and paradigmatically with Grimes and Schechner, is what he views as a radical 

externality in their ethnographies. In the terms we have already set out, this is clearly 

associated with the performative metaphor or register, and particularly the body- 

performative (exemplified by Schechner’s “rasaesthetics”). We might expect Lehrich 

to set forth his critique of “ritology” simply on the basis of the performance/text 

opposition, and this has a certain validity given his clear preference for questions of 

semiosis, textuality and discursivity over those of action.7 Indeed, it is established 

early on that “Grimes’s ritology is in essence a phenomenology of the external. It 

displaces the discursive and the intellectual, arguing that a ritual is complete unto 

itse lf’ (74). However, Lehrich’s attack on ritual/performance studies is more specific, 

and takes the alleged externality of ritual/performance studies as its foundation but not 

its conclusion. Rather, Lehrich claims that the interpretive work done by critics like 

Grimes is not as closely tied to the ritual phenomena they seek to document as 

performance theorists claim, and is determined in large part by historically and 

institutionally powerful forces acting in the discursive space between scholar and

7 The dust jacket of The Occult Mind claims that “Divination, like many critical modes, involves 
reading signs, and magic, more generally, can be seen as a kind of criticism that takes the universe — 
seen and unseen, known and unknowable -  as its text.”
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ritual event. The “acontextual strategy” (74) of ritology only serves to eradicate 

competing interpretations of a ritual, leaving only the performance itself; a vacuum 

into which can rush conventional readings (whether from local or outside interests) 

which are then presented as self-evident aspects of the indivisible ritual.

The single example with which Lehrich demonstrates this “naivete” concerns 

the meditative practice of zazen (also a peripheral aspect of his treatment of Japanese 

No). Taking Grimes’s essay “Modes of Zen Ritual” as a case study, Lehrich argues 

that Grimes initially permits and then immediately discounts the possibility of Zen 

having “political and civic functions” (75) in a Japanese national context.

Furthermore, Lehrich is suspicious of the way in which Grimes appears to take these 

functions within Japanese society as irrelevant in his account of American practices of 

zazen. While Lehrich builds on these criticisms, they are nevertheless fundamental to 

his argument and, in his words, “once raised, haunt the whole ritology” (75), as 

though these problems -  which might be thought of as highly specific and contextual

-  decisively demonstrate the inadequacy of Grimes’s corpus (and by extension the 

work of Schechner and other performance scholars, who remain nameless and 

untouched in Lehrich’s account). Confusingly, Grimes is not, in fact, quoted as 

dismissing the political and civic functions of Zen, but merely as noting that “Zen ... 

does not serve these functions so obviously as Shinto and other forms of Buddhism in 

Japan” (Grimes 107).

Presumably, Lehrich really intends these complaints to point to symptoms of a 

wider methodological corruption in ritual and performance studies, but in themselves 

they seem to constitute a surprisingly weak and localized attack on an area of research 

which, at the time of The Occult Mind's publication (2007), was already a large and 

heterogeneous one. In truth, Grimes himself observed this lack of cohesion in 1995, in

I l l



his Preface to the Second Edition of Beginnings in Ritual Studies', the same work in 

which “Modes of Zen Ritual” appears:

... there are no clearly dominant themes, schools, or theorists. Though the data 

are vibrant and rich, the theoretical frames are either tired (that is, they are 

repetitions of Durkheim, van Gennep, and Turner) or they are largely 

unknown. No currently writing theorist—for instance, Tom Driver, Stanley 

Tambiah, Jonathan Z. Smith, Roy Rappaport, Richard Schechner, or Catherine 

Bell—is eliciting a wide consensus. Turner was the last to do so. (Grimes xiv- 

xv)

In this way, twelve years before Lehrich’s book, Grimes called for theoretical 

renovation in his field. In the same piece, far from advocating an “acontextual 

strategy” (Lehrich 74), he affirms that in future “Speculations about ritual and the 

body should be rooted in studies of specific practices and specific bodies in their 

social and historical contexts” (xx). Moreover, the essay Lehrich cites -  the only 

concrete example of ritual studies given by him -  was already 25 years old in 2007, 

and out of print. So far, then, Lehrich appears to have dismissed a large and thriving 

scholarly community based on a fragment of an out-of-date book.

However, the most interesting criticism of ritology is saved for last. Grimes 

insists that zazen, far from being the discursive and symbolic practice that might be of 

special interest to Lehrich, is instead a system of ritual in which “many of its gestures 

do not “mean,” refer to, or point to, anything” (Grimes 103), and that, in Lehrich’s 

words, “discourse may be so superfluous to a given ritual that emphasis on it will 

necessarily distort the object of analysis and even destroy the possibility of 

understanding” (74). This is a problem for Lehrich, since he views the notion that 

zazen is an enactment of “exegetical silence” (Grimes 103) as only one of many
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competing accounts of what Zen and zazen are. Specifically, this interpretation is 

associated with the Zen theological establishment:

In short, a ritology on Grimes’s model demonstrates a perfect adequacy 

between ritual form and theological conception. Everything in zazen means 

exactly what Zen masters have always said. By a mysterious act of 

imagination, Grimes claims, his method can induct this meaning from the 

external facts of the ritual itself .... But zazen has not “always” meant this. It 

is not even clear that zazen means this, or works like this, in modern Japanese 

Zen temples and monasteries. Indeed, this formulation of Zen practice fits 

smoothly with late nativist discourse, while it does not with much earlier Zen. 

(76)

While Lehrich is still making possibly unfair demands of a 1982 work on ritual, which 

he admits “predate[s] Bernard Faure’s radical rewriting of Zen and Chan orthodoxies” 

(76), his arguments here are stronger and more pertinent. His conclusions remain as 

wholly damning as his opening remarks:

.. .a “ritology” of zazen which concludes that the practice can only be 

interpreted -  without reference to historical, theological, or political discourse

-  in terms formulated in recent centuries under complex ideological 

circumstances, is deluded or dishonest.... I do not believe that Grimes is 

dishonest, promoting a worrisome ideology under mystifying camouflage. But 

his method appears incapable of discerning that these many forces are always 

at work within the practice. On that ground alone, we must question the utility 

of ritology, as it cannot but serve as a mouthpiece for the institutionally most 

dominant ideology among those studied. (77)
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While Grimes maintains that “the silence is not of ignorance, mystification or 

forgetfulness” (103), it seems he himself may be in danger of excessive mystification. 

For Lehrich, the silence Grimes observes in zazen becomes the irresponsible silence 

of ritology:

.. .one cannot simply view and practice ritual without imbibing other modes of

discourse and symbol. If, as Grimes seems adamant to assert, ritology is

uninterested in these layers and meanings, preferring to present as univocal

true interpretation the watered-down ideological formulations sold by

national-identity industries, then ritology is in principle incapable of achieving

anything worth the time and effort required. (77)

In this case, we must be fair to both Grimes and Lehrich. As already noted, the

evidence for Lehrich’s condemnation of ritology as a field (which its diversity may

preclude it from constituting) is too limited and selective, and the work too old to be

taken as representative of Grimes’s framework, let alone the often divergent positions

of his colleagues in ritual studies.8 In this case, it is clear that Grimes accepted too

readily the notion of zazen as essentially contra-semiotic, perhaps since its positioning

as such seemed to provide an elegant unity of data and methodology. In the same way,

Lehrich’s criticism is of not only the form but also of the content of Grimes’s

interpretation of zazen. That the confrontation between Lehrich and ritology occurs on

the issue of scholarly/semiotic silence is surely not coincidental -  the choice of case

study for ritology found in The Occult Mind is fundamentally non-paradigmatic

because it is in actuality two problems folded over to appear as one:

1. The institutional context of the idea of zazen as a repudiation of the sign, of

which Grimes may demonstrate ignorance.

8 W hile Richard Schechner is rejected as firmly as Grimes, the latter’s work suffices to incriminate that 
of the former, by association or presumed methodological contiguity.
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2. The principle of the repudiability of semiosis itself.

Of these, the second is the more wide-ranging and difficult to resolve. Should Grimes 

be guilty of attempting to repudiate semiosis by speaking “through” the zazen he has 

observed, we must permit that his principal error was not in attending to the specifics 

of performance (that is, the methods of ritology are not automatically invalidated), but 

rather in his imagining that the gestures of zazen offered an escape from the political 

and theological hermeneusis which interpenetrated them.9

This leads us to consider the value of Lehrich’s polemic, which I consider to 

reside primarily in his identifying one particular obstacle facing ritual and 

performance studies, as well as those undertaking work in visual culture, material 

culture, musicology and many other fields whose foci appear to resist reduction to the 

linguistic or discursive. This problem is that of the physiognomic impulse. In the 

volume Materiality, Christopher Pinney’s essay “Things Happen: Or, From Which 

Moment Does That Object Come?” lucidly sets out the difficulties with theorizing 

aspects of culture without recourse to traditional social-scientific semiosis. Pinney 

explores the background to this issue by taking visual culture as paradigmatic (being 

the area with the most substantial body of criticism), but his account naturally has 

implications for his own material culture studies. We might easily extend this sphere 

of relevance to enclose ritual and performance studies, ethnography and 

historiography more broadly. Pinney first rejects all efforts at “purification”; the 

project of separating subjects/humans and objects/nonhumans (Latour, We Have 

Never Been Modern 11), and associates post-Durkheimian sociology with just such an 

agenda, whereby “the artifact becomes an empty space, of interest only because of the

9 By considering the gestures as silent (an attempt to draw attention to the “perform ance-in-itself’), 
Grimes also may have unwittingly given licence to their interpretation as “empty” (an entirely different 
characteristic), and so to their reinsertion into a semiotic framework.
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“meanings” that invest it with significance” (Pinney 257). Here we might substitute 

“performance” for “artifact,” since it is clear from the preceding discussion that the 

semiotic status of rituals and other performances is very much at issue in much of 

their scholarship. Pinney identifies the predicament of those attempting to avoid the 

reduction of images to signs as “The Ginzburg Problem” (260):

Carlo Ginzburg, in his attempt to understand the tradition of visual analysis 

associated with the Warburg Institute, identified one aspect of the problem in 

his observation that “the historian reads into [images] what he has already 

learned by other means”. For Ginzburg (following Gombrich [1963]) this was 

a reflection of a “physiognomic” circularity: just as physiognomists’ readings 

of faces tell us only about the classificatory system that informs the readings 

(rather than about the relationship between the face and the character), so we 

unwittingly claim to find evidence in the visual that in fact we have discovered 

elsewhere.” (Pinney 260)

This, in a sense, is precisely how Lehrich might have framed his critique of Grimes’s 

work on zazen: Grimes claimed to find “exegetical silence” (Grimes 103) within the 

performance itself, when (according to Lehrich) this is simply one recent, 

institutionally-sanctioned explanation. Grimes was guilty of “reading” into 

performance what he had already learned by other means, perhaps without full 

cognizance. The physiognomic metaphor is appropriate, since the practices of 

phrenology, anthroposcopy and so on have always been intersected by both power and 

superstition, just as Lehrich simultaneously accuses Grimes of credulity and of 

permitting the ventriloquism of authority.

How does a scholar of the non-verbal avoid complicity in this practice of 

abductive diagnosis? Lehrich might advocate an explicit return to the structures of
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language and textuality which dispense meaning so much more readily -  embracing 

their primacy rather than disingenuously exhibiting decontextualized instances of the 

visual, the material, the performative, framed by pseudo-analyses which are always 

(illicitly) informed by discourse regardless. Pinney, however, settles at neither pole. 

The pouring of meaning into one and the emptying of the other, after all, is a 

purificatory act freighted with dubious methodological assumptions: “[c]ulture and 

contemporaneity entail the assumption that objects are empty. Empty objects will only 

acquire (linguistic) meanings (this paradigm assumes) as a consequence of movement 

through (or more precisely by habitation within, in a moment of stasis) culture or 

history -  history, that is, as something perceived as being structured by the possibility 

of contemporaneity” (Pinney 266-7). To reject the physiognomic error, then, is also to 

reject certain forms of historicism. Pinney’s delineation of the historical politics of 

semiosis and contemporaneity might give us pause for thought; providing a 

compelling case against the “Herderian and Hegelian suturing of objects with culture 

and history” (263). But can our comparison of objects with performances be sustained 

any longer? Are rituals equally vulnerable to discursive suture? Objects seem to 

demonstrate clearly their lack of contemporaneity, allowing Siegfried Kracauer’s 

observation that “[t]he overstuffed interiors of the second half of the nineteenth 

century belonged to the same epoch as the thoughts born in them and yet were not 

their contemporaries.” (qtd. in Pinney 257). Performances, on the other hand, appear 

spatially and temporally localized. What could have been more contemporaneous for 

Grimes than the zazen rites he observed? And yet Lehrich’s analysis does nothing if 

not call these rituals’ contemporaneity into question. It seems difficult to judge if the 

material, caught in innumerable “cataracts of time” (Pinney 263), can really serve as 

an analogue for performance.
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There is a danger of making substitutions (“performance” for “image” or 

“object”) which are not innocent. Yet, in his discussion of Kracauer, Pinney makes 

one of his own:

‘We tacitly assume,’ Kracauer noted, ‘that our knowledge of the moment at 

which an event emerges from the flow of time will help us account for its 

occurrence.’... Substitute ‘image’ for ‘event’: we assume the image will 

somehow embody the moment; we form a judgment of the moment and then 

read into the image what we have already determined ‘by other means.’ (263- 

4)

Kracauer’s original observation concerns events rather than images (its primary 

relevance being to the philosophy of history). Since performances are clearly events 

of one kind or another, making use of Pinney’s translations to discern a 

“physiognomic” temptation in the study of performance seems reasonable -  but such 

casual substitutions must not allow us to be lured into making materiality a metaphor 

for performativity. Not because the two are incommensurable, but because they 

operate in the same networks.10 Avoiding the “Ginzburg problem” in accordance with 

Pinney’s cautions appears to require a disciplinary reformulation well beyond the 

scope of this thesis -  a “new wheel” (Pinney 270).11 However, the recognition of the 

entanglement of verbal, textual, performative, inscriptive and material elements of 

ritual might lead us to gesture towards a more holistic descriptive approach. It is the

10 W hile ritual is undoubtedly a fundamentally human concern -  and thus “anthropological” in the 
sense of being framed by human practice and knowledge -  its actors (or, to use Latour’s terminology, 
“actants”) are never exclusively human. The crossovers between ethnography, material culture and 
ritual studies are evident even from the selection of essays in the Materiality volume in which Pinney’s 
essay appears (see for example Engelke, “Sticky Subjects and Sticky Objects: The Substance of 
African Christian Healing”).

11 “If we are, indeed, in search of a new wheel, we should understand that we also have much to lose 
through the seductive charms of circularity, and smoothness of rotation. A very different sort of device, 
capable of more complex analytic configurations, and characterized by jolts and disjunctions, may be 
what is required” (Pinney, 270).



investigation of these entanglements (or networks) to which I will now turn, with 

particular reference to a number of important texts from the medieval grimoire 

tradition.

3.1.3 - The book’s body: extraordinary agencies

Due to the economic and institutional drive to produce a “clean” or “readable” 

text, the editing of premodern works of ritual magic often conveys the impression of a 

separation of the text presented (public, empirical, critical) from the ritual practice 

implied (hidden, speculative, poetic), in line with the text/performance dichotomy 

already contextualized in this chapter. If we are to take Pinney and Latour seriously, 

we should instead be seeking to describe the networks which the historical artefacts 

themselves -  books, not just their notional “contents” -  have made visible. In turn, 

this process may lead to a closer analysis of ritual components, supported by the 

wealth of ethnographic and theoretical material produced by scholars of performance, 

such as those already addressed. Despite the practical constraints of the production of 

standard editions, historians and textual scholars working on medieval magic are often 

keenly aware of the necessity of the book itself to ritual, and of the close relation 

between material culture and performance. The special attunement of medievalists to 

this issue is due in part to disciplinary factors, since the traditional competencies of 

manuscript scholars are essential means of examining the “bookishness” of magical 

books. Moreover, while later texts on the “occult sciences” tended towards theoretical 

exposition grounded in natural philosophy, the tradition of anonymous/pseudonymous
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manuals of ritual magic were explicit in their involvement of the books themselves in 

ritual practices.12

Just as Leo Howe invokes the intermediary or liminal function of “inscription”

in his representation of text as “a struggle about who can get what inscribed” (63), so

Richard Kieckhefer positions the medieval book of ritual magic at the interstice of

text and performance:

Any book of rituals serves as point of contact between sacred texts

(permanent, authoritative repositories of power) and their performance (which

utilizes this power for specific occasions). The book itself, like a liturgical

vessel or a sacred building, is consecrated; when a formula is read from it, the

power of the text is enhanced by the sacrality of the book from which it is

read. A book of magic may also be consecrated, to confirm the numinous

power resident in the physical object. (Forbidden Rites 4-5)

Kieckhefer’s linking of the consecration of magical books and their “power” is 

• 1 ^interesting, since it foregrounds the issue of agency. While it is clear that magical 

books -  any books, for that matter -  manifest agency, there are several important 

medieval perspectives from which the mystification of this agency is enacted.
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12 This does not imply that these manuals represent either a coherent genre or a distinctively 
“medieval” strand of magic (their composition, copying and circulation extending as it does well 
beyond the development o f print), but this tradition did enjoy prominence before the spread of witch 
trials in Europe, and the appearance of the ostensibly more respectable Renaissance “magus” - a named 
individual keen to distance himself from the disreputability of necromancy.

13 This concern, articulated in “secular” form most notably in the field of ethnography by Alfred Gell in 
Art and Agency: An Anthropological Theory (Clarendon Press, 1998), is common to both material 
culture studies and Actor Network Theory -  perhaps providing a means of crossing from one to the 
other, and surmounting the tendency of the former towards “purification” (Pinney 257).



Kieckhefer identifies consecration -  a ritual process -  as one, and this instance of 

mystification is meaningful primarily for the practitioner of magic.14

It might reasonably be supposed that the act of book-consecration tells us 

something about orthodox ritual in medieval Europe, but in a separate essay 

Kieckhefer -  accepting that the book’s rituals were “essentially orthodox in content"

(The D evil’s Contemplatives 260, emphasis in original) -  nevertheless warns against 

such a reduction:

The very idea of consecrating the book is ... likely to have been derived from 

precedent in the traditions of magic rather than from consecration of liturgical 

manuals. The Liber sacratus referred to by William of Auvergne was not the 

only consecrated book of magic, and indeed a text called the Liber 

consecrationum was expressly intended to render the experiments in a magical 

book efficacious. (261)

The Liber consecrationum was not itself a magical book, but rather a brief text 

outlining prayers and formulae for consecration -  either of the book containing these 

prayers, or another book in need of empowerment or repair. As such, “the Liber 

consecrationum ... which circulated in late medieval manuscripts in varying forms, 

makes clear that the book itself was a sacred object requiring elaborate consecration, 

and that its contents might lose their magical efficacy” (Kieckhefer, Forbidden Rites 

8). The text presented in Forbidden Rites, Bavarian State Library MS Clm 849, 

includes two versions of the Liber consecrationum on folios 52r-59v and 135r-139r.15
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sacredness of the book is, of course, part of the magical practitioner’s own ritual system rather than any 
institutional context.

15 A good sense of the function of the Liber consecrationum  can be gained from the text’s introductory 
discourse from the first variant in Clm 849, represented in Kieckhefer, Forbidden Rites 256.
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Similarly, the Liber visionum of John of Morigny, preserved in its earliest 

known form in Bavarian State Library Clm 276, contains the following consecratory 

prayer in the version found in an unnumbered manuscript in McMaster University 

Library:

O Lord Jesus Christ, creator of all creatures, visible and invisible, I thy 

servant, Bernard ... pray, implore, and beseech and invoke you today and 

now, that as on Mount Sinai you wrote the law on stone tablets with your own 

hand and finger, and sanctified i t ... so too you may deign to * cleanse, * 

bless, * sanctify, * and confirm this book unto the salvation of all those who 

enjoy it, and all things that are written in it (Kieckhefer, The D evil’s 

Contemplatives 260)

While the function of cross graphemes in medieval manuscripts is often ambiguous, in 

the context of a book of ritual magic or formulaic devotion it is generally certain to 

require a gesture on the part of the practitioner.16 This directing of gesture and bodily 

performance in the McMaster version of the Liber visionum is also highlighted by 

Kieckhefer: “The McMaster m anuscript... inserts rubrics instructing Bernard to stand 

at the beginning of [a] prayer, and to beat his chest at the mention of his own name”

(The D evil’s Contemplatives 259). From its very consecration, conducted from the 

formulae within its own pages, a magical book was thus capable of regulating the 

performance of the (notional or actual) magician or devotee.

16 Such a requirement is clear from the context of crosses in, for example, the Liber iuratus of Honorius 
of Thebes, which includes the prayer: “By Thy mighty power, and by the sign of Thy Holy Cross with 
which I now sign myself, In the name of the Father * and of the Son *  and of the Holy Spirit, * ....” 
Historian of medieval magic and religion Karen Jolly has written extensively on the wider use of cross 
graphemes, particularly in Anglo-Saxon England. See “Tapping the Power of the Cross: Who and for 
W hom ?” in The Place o f  the Cross in Anglo-Saxon England (Boydell and Brewer, 2006) and “Cross- 
Referencing Anglo-Saxon Liturgy and Remedies: The Sign of the Cross as Ritual Protection” in The 
Liturgy o f  the Late Anglo-Saxon Church (Boydell Press, 2005).



These rituals of consecration, often reflexively entangling the same books in

17which they are to be found, offer one view on how the agency of magical books was 

mystified. The other notable perspective comes from the legal and juridical responses 

to ritual magic, which have their own documentation in trial records and written 

condemnations. Here too we find evidence of a singularly explicit recognition and 

extension of a kind of nonhuman agency. Rather than the secular “magic” of 

materiality or the sacrality granted by consecration, this agency is demonological in 

character, and oscillates ambiguously between demons themselves and the books 

associated with them. The result is a spectrum of positions, the most salient of which 

may be summarized as follows:

1. The book is inhabited by a demon or demons, and its apparent agency is due to 

its habitation. Comparable with human or animal possession.

2. The book is bound to a demon or demons, by virtue simply of the formulae 

contained within it, or because of specific rituals conducted according to these 

formulae.

3. The book embodies a demonic presence fully.

In each case, the status of the book as a “made object” recedes, and it becomes 

physically identified with the demonic.

While the meaning granted by consecration applied only to books intended by 

the practitioner to have explicitly magical power (particularly associated with ritual 

conjuration), the criteria for the attribution of demonic agency by authorities were 

rather more impressionistic. Kieckhefer notes one prominent instance of an

17 “The devotee prays to the Virgin Mary for a vision, and following this revelation, presumably in 
accordance with its instructions, he consecrates a ring and a book, presumably this very book" 
(Kieckhefer, “The Devil’s Contemplatives” 260)
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institutional response to a “book of surgery” (Forbidden Rites 5) deemed to be 

magical, and the spectacular consequences:

The archbishop [Antoninus of Florence] recognized that the book was full of 

incantations, and formulas and signs belonging to the wicked magical arts. So 

one day he went to San Marco for lunch, and ... he had fire brought in an 

earthen vessel, and he set fire to the book. Immediately the air was so 

darkened that the citizens were afraid, and clung to the archbishop. He 

comforted them, saying that when the book was fully burned this darkening 

and clouding of the air would cease, as indeed happened ... he explained that 

the book contained incantations, and that at some point a mass had been 

celebrated over it for conjuring and summoning demons, so that wherever the 

book was, a multitude of demons resided there. (Forbidden Rites 5)

The manifestation of demons in a dark cloud, of course, is consistent with their 

“aerial” nature as discussed in an earlier chapter of this thesis.19 The “ritual” solution 

is, as befits the problem, a fusion of exorcism and a version of the “punishment that 

might await the magicians themselves” (Kieckhefer, Forbidden Rites 5); both 

procedures usually conducted on living beings. In addition, Antoninus expresses 

concern over a form of consecratory ritual conducted on the book, though given the 

apparently medical focus of the book in question this seems unlikely (Kieckhefer, 

Magic in the Middle Ages 62). In Benedek Lang’s Unlocked Books: Manuscripts o f 

Learned Magic in the Libraries o f Central Europe (which seeks to demonstrate a

18 Kieckhefer’s account, though undocumented in Forbidden Rites, is his own translation from the Acta  
sanctorum. The association of Archbishop Antoninus with the antifeminism of the Malleus 
Maleficarum  (Forbidden Rites 5) is also, Kieckhefer notes, examined in Hjalmar Crohns’s 1903 article 
“Die Summa theological des Antonin von Florenz und die Schatzung des Weibes im Hexenhammer,” 
in Acta Societatis Scientiarum Fennicae 32.

19 See Augustine, De divinatione daemonum  426.
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broader geographical distribution of magical texts than is normally reflected in 

scholarship), several interesting cases are described. One involves an encyclopaedic 

text, again of relatively mild magical content in comparison with Munich Clm 849 

and other books of conjuration, but with a remarkably tenacious aura of the demonic:

A Krakow codex of encyclopaedic content and necromantic fame, the Liber 

viginti artium (Book of the Twenty Arts) of Paul of Prague, was believed to 

bear the traces of the touch of the devil. Its demonic power was so feared even 

in the eighteenth century that the book was hidden under a stone for some 

years so that it could not be read; other reports claim that it was chained to the 

wall in the library of Vilnius. (Unlocked Books 48)

Where consigning the book to the flames was considered too dangerous or simply was

not culturally prevalent, these rumours suggest that the regulation of human contact

20  • • '  with the suspect book was one alternative. Where burning did occur, Lang concurs

with Kieckhefer that it “might have been perceived as a kind of exorcism, as well as

an imitation of the punishment that magicians deserved” (48). Lang’s description of

the wider response to condemned books is also full of references to their extraordinary

capacity to act:

Various descriptions have come to us reporting that when such books were 

burned, bystanders heard the voices of escaping demons. Opponents ascribed a 

certain personality to them and viewed them as agents. Nicholas Eymeric, the 

Catalan inquisitor who had a close acquaintance with necromantic books,

20 Considering the politics of access to magical texts and the mythologization of their agencies, we 
might reappropriate the terminology of Leo Howe -  displacing it from its metaphorical context — when 
recognizing that any initial process o f fabrication, compilation or reproduction is loaded with political 
potentiality: the “inscription” of a magical book, like the rituals it is linked to, is profoundly risk-laden. 
It is “a struggle about who can get what inscribed” (Howe 65). Seen alongside Howe s model of “stake, 
claim, strategy and competition,” Lang’s assessment in Unlocked Books is strikingly consonant: ...the 
controversy on magic is also a battle of books in which they either succeed and survive, or fail and 
perish” (48).



since he read, condemned, and burned a great number of them, handled these

codices as if they were active participants in the sinister rites they described. 

(48)

Clearly, both practitioners and ecclesiastical or juridical authorities ascribed particular 

kinds of agency to certain books, which can be read as dramatizing the ostensibly 

secular forms of agency described by anthropologists and sociologists following 

Alfred Gell, Arjun Appadurai and others.21 One might argue this in a different way, 

however: rather than presuming that ethnographers working with agency are engaged 

in desacralizing the world of objects, constructing a vocabulary for describing their 

activity within a rationalist framework (in contrast to that of the “enchanted” 

premoderns), it is possible to see them as reacting against the absolute withdrawal of 

material agency from the scholarly discourse of modernity, and “re-enchanting” this 

discourse with tales of objects which act into, alongside, or independently of the lives 

of humans.

3.1.4 - The body’s book: the production of the magical operator

The specifics of human bodily participation in medieval ritual magic has 

already been noted in the case of the McMaster Library Liber visionum’s instructions 

to its devotee “Bernard,” but there are several wider issues worth examining in this 

regard. The first is the preparation of the practitioner, the instructions for which are 

often extremely demanding. Aside from the creation or acquisition of necessary

21 See also the account mentioned by Kieckhefer of the “execution” (Forbidden Rites 6) o f a diabolic 
book in Dijon, in which “the book itself is treated as if it were a human subject and e lic its ... the 
judicial reaction normally reserved for a personal agent and embodiment of evil (7).
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objects , the personal preparation of the magician as specified in manuscripts of 

necromantic or Solomonic rituals ranges from ritual cleansing and the wearing of

23certain robes to ascetic gestures such as extensive fasting and sexual abstinence.

There is an emphasis, therefore, on lustration or purification -  one of sixteen basic 

ritual types in Grimes’s classificatory system.24 Some of these requirements are 

clearly “states” rather than self-contained rites, but performative purification is also 

involved. Indeed, there is a strong case to be made that the highly complex 

preparatory procedures included in many texts of ritual magic demonstrate the 

modularity of the genre; when performed, the effect might be of a sequence or cycle 

of progressive rituals rather than a single opus. This modularity is exaggerated in 

experiments, particularly in the Solomonic tradition, that last many days with multiple 

phases and intervals. Ritual units were also “modular” in the sense that each 

instruction bears a kind of grammatical function, and this conventionality allows the 

construction of new operations using formulaic elements.

Aside from the range of standard preparatory requirements for the operator, 

the totality of a magical operation, particularly one of substantial duration, is

99

22 See, for example, this experiment from Munich Clm 849:
Fac fieri speculum de puro calibe, ad mensuram palme vnius in rotundo; habeatque 
manubrium ad tenendum, et sit illuminatum et lucidum vt ensis. Sitque factum in nomine 
Floron, et in cercuitu istius specula ex alia parte non lucida sint hec decim nomina, cum his 
decem caracteribus descripta, et nomen spiritus predicti sit in medio scriptum. Postquam fuerit 
factum, in loco secreto vngatur ex puro balsamo ex parte lucida, et subfumiga, scilicet ... cum 
lingo aloes, ambra, et mirra, et olibano albo. (Kieckhefer, Forbidden Rites 236)

Have a mirror made of pure steel, measuring one palm around, with a handle for holding it, 
and have it bright and shiny like a sword. And have it made in the name of Floron, and around 
the rim of the mirror, on the part that is not polished, have these ten nam es... inscribed with 
ten characters, with the name of the aforesaid spirit... written in the middle. After it has been 
made, it should be anointed with pure and bright balsam, and fumigated with aloes, ambergris, 
myrrh and white frankincense. (Kieckhefer, Forbidden Rites 104-5)

23 These requirements are clearly allied with those concerning the consecration of the ritual book, and 
form part of the same stage in the Liber consecrationum  included within Munich Clm 849; see 
Kieckhefer, Forbidden Rites 258.

24 See Grimes, Research in Ritual Studies.



undoubtedly worth considering specifically as a physical ordeal radically delimiting 

the extent of the practitioner’s improvisational agency. An excellent case study, 

already mentioned in chapter 2.3, is the famous Liber iuratus (Sworn Book) of 

Honorius of Thebes, which survives in multiple versions, all seemingly partial

25(Mathiesen 159 n.6) . Of the two long operations described in these texts, one is a 

ritual “to obtain, almost at will, what Catholic theologians term the Beatific Vision, 

that is, a vision of God Almighty in all His Glory, during which the viewer can (one 

presumes) even participate to some extent in God’s omniscience” (Mathiesen 150). 

The ritual’s duration, as calculated by Robert Mathiesen, is twenty-eight days, and 

just as purification is a necessary component of rituals in Kieckhefer’s Munich Clm 

849 manuscript, so the first twenty days of the Liber iuratus ritual -  more than two 

thirds of the whole -  are occupied with purificatory actions.26 In this case, fasting is 

integrated into the ritual’s structure, and restrictions are placed on the foods with 

which the operator may break fast and the times at which this is permitted. All the 

while, specified prayers are to be recited at set times (coinciding with the liturgical 

offices of Matins, None, Vespers and so on). After the completion of this purificatory 

phase, preparations are made for the receiving of the Beatific Vision. Interestingly, 

these are primarily material and bodily rather than psychological, requiring that the 

operator “clean his chamber ... make a couch of hay, and then strew clean, sifted 

ashes about it. In these ashes he must write the one hundred Names of God, so that 

they surround his couch ... Then he washes himself in ‘fair clean water and cold of a

25 One of the oldest manuscripts of the Liber iuratus, British Library MS Sloane 313, has been owned 
by both John Dee and Ben Jonson (Mathiesen 145).

My summary of the activities involved in the ritual is drawn from Mathiesen 152-5. Mathiesen s own 
account makes use of the imperfect but useful practitioner’s edition produced by Daniel J. Driscoll 
entitled The Sworn Book o f  Honourius the Magician, As Composed by Honourius through Counsel 
with the Angel Hocroell, first published by Heptangle Press in 1977.
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spring’ while reciting a prayer of lustration. Next he puts on a hair shirt next to the 

skin, and black clothes over the hair shirt.. (Mathiesen 153). After further prayers 

and the petitioning of angels, the operator receives the Vision during a final sleep.

The demands of this ritual make clear that, where conducted scrupulously and 

especially where the magician is not also the author or compiler of the text, the real 

“operator” is the script itself, not the human practitioner. Every aspect of 

performance, from the material to the kinaesthetic and vocal, is regulated qualitatively 

and also -  perhaps even more crucially -  spatio-temporally to construct a sphere of 

heady exceptionality27. The visionary operation of the Liber iuratus creates its own 

“liturgical order” (Rappaport 169) by its circumscriptions and leaves the earnest 

magician, trapped within an artifice of radical contingency, in a state of exaggerated 

passivity and receptibility. Mathiesen is keenly aware of this potential enthralling of 

the human, commenting: “What cannot be doubted ... is that a person who 

scrupulously performs a ritual as complex and demanding as this one, within any 

religious tradition or none, will often have extraordinary experiences” (Mathiesen 

156). This notion of a particular kind of ritual’s efficacy being guaranteed through 

ordeal (both bodily and psychic) is rather different from, but emphatically not 

exclusive of, the idea of “[e]nactments of meaning” as explained by Roy Rappaport 

(107). In this model of performativity, borrowing substantially from Austin’s speech 

act theory, many ritual acts are seen as having a “factive” quality -  that is, they realize 

states of affairs through their performance (133). Interestingly, Rappaport addresses 

the particular character of “occult efficacy” using precisely this vocabulary:

21 ritual may transform mere extent into ordered cosmos and... as liturgical sequences distinguish 
mundane periods from the extraordinary intervals between them, so do they distinguish the 
extraordinary space at or inside of loci of orientation -  shrines, temples, mountain tops, caves, be they 
“centers” or not -  from the ordinary, or profane spaces surrounding or extending from them” 
(Rappaport 210). See also Rappaport’s chapter “Truth and order” (344-70).



Performatives, and most unambiguous factives, are self-fulfilling: they make 

themselves true in the sense of standing in a relationship of conformity to the 

states of affairs with which they are concerned. In light of this it may be 

suggested that the performativeness, and more especially the factiveness of 

ritual acts and utterances provide a basis for occult efficacy in general, 

including the magical power of words in particular. Ritual’s words do, after 

all, bring conventional states of affairs, or ‘institutional facts’ into being, and 

having been brought into being they are real as ‘brute facts’ . . .  It may also be 

that magical power is attributed to other words by extension of the principle of 

factiveness beyond the domain of the meaningful, in which it is clearly 

effective, into the physical, in which it is not, but we must be very careful 

about stipulating the limits of the effects ritual can accomplish. We have 

already argued in somewhat different terms that their illocutionary force may 

be augmented by perlocutionary force. The effectiveness of persuasion, threat, 

cajolery, inspiration and ecstasy may well thrust beyond the purely 

conventional, and beyond discursive consciousness into the organic, as in the 

cures of healing rituals and in the injuries of ensorcellment. (117)

If, I have suggested, we view complex rituals of magic as sequences of contingent

performative units, it is possible to discern these factive acts and utterances, such as in

28the pseudo-liturgical consecration of a ritual sword in Munich Clm 849:" “Crux 

sancta sanctificet te et omnes oraciones sacerdotum benedicant te.”
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28 “The holy cross sanctifies you and all the priestly orations bless you.’ See also the frequent and 
conventional use of “coniuro te” and “coniuro vos" when attempting to bind or compel demons. 
Combined with relevant gestures (such as the Sign of the Cross) and the naming of any powers relied 
upon in the conjuration, the enunciation of these formulae bring into being a new state of affairs, 
establish the role of the operator, and permit the next stage of the ritual.



Though the kind of efficacy discussed by Mathiesen in reference to the Liber 

iuratus seems distinct from these individual speech acts and gestures, it may be seen 

as incorporating their force across the ritual syntagm: Mathiesen’s emphasis is on the 

cumulative effect of the twenty-eight day ritual on the operator, and the iterative 

recitations of prayers and sacred names all contribute to this. Assessing “The Effect of 

This Magical Operation” (156) in this way, Mathiesen breaks with historiographic 

convention by making reference to contemporary practitioners of ritual magic. This 

approach, which offers an ethnographic supplement to history, goes well beyond the 

conception of ritual magic as a “genre of text” (Fanger vii):

The last two centuries have been a period when occult and magical societies 

have flourished as never before, providing a supportive environment in which 

one can experiment with the practice of such rituals and investigate their 

consequences with a modicum of safety; the same period has also witnessed 

many individual occult and magical experiments. As a result of this 

unprecedented freedom, there are now many published accounts of the impact 

which rituals like that in the Sworn Book have had on the lives of their 

practitioners. Although most of this literature has the form of memoirs, 

nevertheless it suffices in its totality to support the simple claim made above, 

that complex and demanding ritual practices can wholly unmake and remake 

the lives of those who carry them out. (Mathiesen 156)

In addition to these comparative resources, Mathiesen also cites research in the field 

of neurobiology; specifically that of Barbara Lex (though much other relevant work
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has appeared since the publication of Lex’s 1979 article “The Neurobiology of Ritual 

Trance” 29):

Lex established the existence of a powerful subjective experience -  she calls it 

‘ritual trance’ -  which results from ‘the impact of patterned, repetitive acts on 

the human nervous system’.... Particularly noteworthy is Lex’s insistence that 

the entire nervous system is implicated in ‘ritual trance’, not merely or chiefly 

the brain: in simpler terms, it is an experience of the whole body, not only (or 

chiefly) the head. (Mathiesen 156-7)

30In contrast to approaches to ritual phenomena rooted in theories of cognition, 

neurobiology demonstrates the embodied nature of performances. While mainly 

preoccupied with individual ritual acts, Rappaport does acknowledge the importance 

of the work of Lex and others when discussing the role of “length” in his chapter 

“Time and liturgical order,” deciding that . .it seems reasonable to suppose that the 

longer a ritual continues the fuller can be the development of the peculiar 

characteristics of time out of time ... with, possibly, more profound alterations of 

consciousness and deeper and more enduring effects upon the psyches of participants” 

(201).

The complex relationship of the practitioner’s body with the magical book 

makes it clear that ritual is inseparable from the process by which “things make 

people, and people who are made by those things go on to make other things” (Pinney 

256), and furthermore that this process takes place through very different kinds of

29 Later in Ritual and Religion in the Making o f Humanity, Rappaport makes reference to Substantial 
research, much of it experim ental... on the specific neurophysiological nature of the ritual 
consciousness, and how it may be induced by particular features of ritual performance. Eugene
d’ Aquili, Charles Laughlin, and John McManus in an earlier work and Barbara Lex have summarized 
the results of much of this research in the course of discussions of their own. This important work has 
largely been ignored by cultural anthropologists” (227).

30 See Dan Sperber’s Explaining Culture: A Naturalistic Approach  for an overview of the field of 
“cognitive anthropology” and its cognates.



action (including performance). Equally nuanced is the disposition of ritual towards 

text, and the politics of reading performances like texts, reading performances in texts, 

and of inscribing rituals in the world. That ritual is a hybrid activity, and magic yet 

more so, leads us to probe the solidity of the category of “medieval magic,” whether 

ritual or theoretical. In the following chapter, I will consider magic as a site of 

hybridization and cultural encounter, while continuing to highlight aspects of 

performance.
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3.2 - The Practice of Syncretism

Pagans sacrifice to the spirits of the air and earth, but they do not constrain 

them .... Because their faith is naught, their works are naught....

Jews do not work to obtain the true vision of god, for by the coming of 

Christ they lost their pre-eminence.... They cannot by invocations bring any 

work to effect, because they are not alive in Christ. For it is said by the 

Prophet, ‘When the King of Kings and the Lord of Lords comes, your 

anointing will cease’. But it would not have ceased if they had worked 

effectively in this Art. Therefore their works are nought.

Thus only a Christian can come to the Divine Vision and succeed in all 

other works. (Driscoll, ed. The Sworn Book ofHonorius the Magician 7-8)

As has been seen repeatedly in this study, the process of making distinctions 

between religion and magic is loaded with political anxieties. For medieval 

theologians, this issue raised questions of orthodoxy and the limits of cultural 

exchange,1 and its implications for modern academics are strikingly congruent. In his

1 The important if  troubled area of “pagan survival” and the Christianization of Europe (in all its 
political, strategic, liturgical and ecclesiological sweep) cannot be addressed satisfactorily in this 
chapter. See, however, Karen Jolly, “Medieval Magic: Definitions, Beliefs, Practices” for a summation 
of some of the evidentiary problems of reading European conversion:

.. .two kinds of early medieval evidence survive from these conversion syntheses of Roman 
Christian and indigenous practices, from which the beginnings of a common tradition of 
magic in Europe emerges. On the negative side are laws, canons, penitentials, saints’ lives, 
sermons and other treatises that condemn a range of practices; these sources derive their 
notions of magic from the late antique Roman Christian tradition supplemented by intriguing, 
but by no means complete or reliable, references to and descriptions of local practices 
condemned as demonic, pagan superstition. On the positive side, hagiographical literature, 
medicinal manuals, and liturgical rituals written down primarily by clerics indicate at least a 
textualized, Christianized set of practices that may partially reflect common practices and 
beliefs that some people in some places might label magic, but which were, at least in the 
Christianized form we have them in these texts, acceptable to many. Because both of these 
types of sources are overwhelmingly Christian in world view, they must be used with care as 
evidence for magic in early medieval Europe. (15)



chapter “Magic and the Regulation of Piety,” Randall Styers notes: “Since the late 

nineteenth century, innumerable scholars of religious studies and the social sciences 

have struggled to clarify the precise nature of this aberration and to articulate, in turn, 

the limits for appropriate religious behaviour within modern liberal society” (73). By 

this time, of course, the professional orthodoxy had changed. Premodern religion was 

no longer distinct from enchantment, but was now part of a dangerous admixture, 

which was set against either outright atheism, rationalist Protestantism, or some 

intermediate form of deism. This “domestication of religion” (72), Styers claims, was 

politically essential, since “a rationalized, disenchanted form of religion comports 

well with the interests of the bourgeoisie” (73). For both medieval authorities and late 

Enlightenment academics, syncretism operated through contamination. This has been 

the view of orthodox Christian theologians since the time of the early church, which 

maintained its rejection of religious syncretism and its reinforcement of the kerygma 

throughout its rapid expansion in the third century.2

This apparent selfsameness, however, conceals the fundamental hybridity of 

the Christian religion. Whether we consider its method syncretism or synthesis, it is 

clear that Christianity arose at an intersection of Second Temple Judaism, Greek and 

Roman religion, Gnosticism and other smaller sects. Later, the patristic encounter 

with Neoplatonism would prove instrumental, as would the transmission of

In The Rise o f  Magic in Early Medieval Europe, Valerie Flint makes much of the processes through 
which Christian authorities dealt with pagan religion: “W hen non-Christian Shrines were destroyed, 
they were wherever possible replaced by Christian ones: oratories, churches and monasteries, erected 
upon the selfsame spot and made up sometimes of the very same materials (those, at least, which 
survived the first fine fury of destruction)” (254). On the other hand, “[i]f the Christian priest proved 
unacceptable as the main vehicle for that magic the church chose to make it's own, then other figures 
would have to be prompted forward to take up the burden with an urgency all the greater.” (Flint 356)

For a historically complementary study, see Bernadette Filotas, Pagan Survivals, Superstitions 
And Popular Cultures In Early Medieval Pastoral Literature.

2 See the Routledge Early Church Fathers series (currently at twenty volumes) for a comprehensive 
range o f author-centred introductory material exploring the development of Church doctrine in late 
antiquity.
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Aristotelian ideas through Arabic scholarship to the medieval scholastics. All these 

exchanges also had their impacts on magic, making the task of discerning a wholly 

“Christian” magic futile. Similarly, it is necessary to admit both the inadequacy and 

obsolescence of the term “syncretism,” since hybridity can only be perceived under a 

regime of purification. With the abandonment of essentialist, purificatory categories 

in the history and philosophy of religions, talk of syncretism appears to become 

atavistic. For those interested in the politics of magic, however, the means by which 

this hybridization is inscribed are a vital concern. It may be objected that speaking 

about syncretism is only giving legitimacy to inauthentic, insensitive, appropriative, 

and even violent mechanisms for hybridization. However, I associate this danger with 

syncretism as a framing narrative', not with its “practice” (a distinction analogous to -  

and sometimes identical with -  that of theology and liturgy). That is, when the 

operator of a ritual enacts a fragmentary transconfessionalism (Izmirlieva 123), this is 

syncretism -  or rather, syncretization. The means by which this process is qualified 

may vary, but the activity itself, in its reflexive uncertainty, takes the “middle voice” .

While there are many areas of ritual and magical syncretism that could be 

investigated in this context, it is necessary to maintain some discipline in this area in 

order to avoid an ever-expanding sphere of reference, and so I have restricted the 

discussion to a small number of key cases. As Richard Kieckhefer cautions,

... one might easily be persuaded that there is a history of the uses of magic 

and reactions to magic, but not a history of magic itself: virtually every 

magical technique one encounters appears so deeply rooted in tradition that 

magical practice seems essentially timeless and perennial. Indeed, it is 

possible to cite analogues and possible sources for late medieval magic from 

widely diverse cultures; in search of such parallels one could wander endlessly
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through thickets of the history of magic, from the Greek magical papyri of 

antiquity, through Arabic and Byzantine sources, and on to the grimoires of 

the early modern era. (Forbidden Rites 11)

3.2.1 -  Leaky orthodoxies

While the Liber iuratus, already discussed in 3.1 above, is clearly Christian in 

orientation, asserting (in Driscoll’s translation from the Latin manuscripts) that while 

pagans, Jews and Christians may perform magic “only a Christian can come to the 

Divine Vision and succeed in all other works” (Driscoll 8), and in the Middle English 

translation in British Library MS Royal 17 A.XLII: “the christyan man only dothe 

worke / trewly to cum to the vysyon of the deyte, and / in all other workes” (8r). The 

irony of this, of course, is that the operations described in all manuscripts of the Liber 

iuratus are strongly indebted to extra-Christian religion, mysticism and magic. The 

admixture of these elements is certainly not a medieval innovation, and several key 

cases must be examined to fully contextualize the hybrid forms of magic prevalent in 

the Middle Ages.

Greek Papyrus IV in the Paris Bibliotheque Nationale, the famous Great 

Magical Papyrus, contains a variety of magical texts dating from the fourth century 

CE (Knox 192).3 Within this remarkable multi-lingual manuscript, several early 

syncretistic trends may be observed. One ritual described, a “Jewish formula of 

exorcism” (Knox 192) appropriated by the manuscript’s redactor, is standard in many

3 For a complete translation of the Greek Magical Papyri, including texts not already compiled by Karl 
Preisendanz, see Hans Dieter Betz, The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation, Including the Demotic 
Spells vol. 1 (University of Chicago Press, 1997).
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respects but contains an unexpected reference to “Jesus the God of the Hebrews” 

(Bohak 207). While there has been some disagreement over whether this formula is an 

example of Greek or Jewish syncretism, there exists a rough consensus, subscribed to 

by Wilfred Knox (writing soon after Karl Preisendanz’s first edited translation of the 

papyrus and its siblings) and earlier scholars, that “this docum ent... consists mainly 

of genuine Jewish elements with details of a mixed Jewish-Christian-heathen 

character” (Knox 193). The evidence for this is entirely textual, but persuasive: Knox 

notes references to the crossing of the Red Sea, a popular trope in Jewish liturgical 

exorcism (195), and the incorporation of Solomonic legend (an important topic which 

will bear further discussion), and traces a number of formulaic discontinuities 

suggesting “a collection of different Jewish formulae suitable for exorcism to be used 

at discretion, which have been conflated into one with a slight emendation at one 

point” (198). This emendation, of course, is the insertion of “Jesus” in line 3072.

More recently, Gideon Bohak has highlighted further features indicating the 

Jewishness of the ritual in his 2008 study Ancient Jewish Magic:

Reading these adjurations, so different from most of the magical spells found 

elsewhere in PGM IV, we find ourselves again in a fully Jewish environment, 

including the use of such specifically Jewish terms as dekaplegon (‘ ten 

plagues”) or chouoplastes (“fashioned from dust”), and references to the holy 

city of Jerusalem and its unquenchable lamp —  (207)

The syncretism at issue here is partly that implied in the textual history of the material 

collected in the papyrus, since “this recipe may have passed through some non-Jewish 

hands before finally being copied by the owner of PGM IV into his own magical
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formulary” (Bohak 207),4 but is also that of the act of collection and redaction itself. 

The recontextualizing inscription of these rites, and their augmentation with reference 

to Christ (whenever this might have occurred), demonstrates the fluidity and 

intellectual playfulness with which practitioners of antique magic might treat their 

myriad sources and precedents, and specifically those from the Jewish exorcismal and 

magical traditions. As Giuseppe Veltri remarks, “[s]ensitive barometers of the 

impressive interchange between Judaism and its environment are magic and folklore, 

huge fields in which eclecticism was the rule and one could adopt, borrow, and copy 

from others as one pleased” (65).

This exchange was bidirectional, of course. When Jewish authorities wished to 

categorize forbidden magical practices, they consigned them to the domain of 

Amorite practices -  but used Greco-Roman classificatory techniques to perform this 

differentiation.5 To further appreciate the reciprocity at work, it is only necessary to 

observe, as Veltri does, that the practices rejected by Rabbinic teaching were given 

formal shape in their taxonomies by the kinds of magic preserved in PGM IV and the 

other magical papyri: “The whole list of the customs of the Amorite is a 

conglomeration of different magical genres, superstitions, and medical-magical 

recipes, which can be compared with the Greco-Roman magic literature, for instance, 

the Papyri Graecae Magicae or the numerous “magical” manuscripts of the Middle 

Ages” (Veltri 68). For the compiler of PGM IV, Georg Luck’s observation that “If the

4 Bohak’s is a more measured assessment than the earlier one given by Knox: “apart from the curious 
name o f God in line 3072 there is nothing in the whole form which is not quite orthodox Jewish 
matter” (Knox 197-8).

5 Veltri reminds us, however, not to read such attempts at classification as wholly proscriptive, but 
rather as substantially affirmative: “The Rabbinic legislation concerning the adoption of foreign usages 
and "superstitions" was not aimed at limiting assimilation by forbidding or tolerating foreign 
custom s... but rather... showed the halakhic path o f judging the exploitability o f old and new customs, 
findings, usages, and "scientific" achievements of the Jewish and pagan world” (Veltri 65-6). 
Nevertheless, “In Rabbinic Halakhah and Roman Law the penalty for effective (namely, proved) 
magical procedures was death” (86).
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god of one culture is powerless, the combination of many gods will certainly help” 

(242) may be apt. In this way, magical or ritual syncretism can be conceived of not 

only as a general trend towards synthesis in a context of mixed cultures, but also as a 

highly specific and modalized activity occurring in ritual practice itself, to satisfy a 

certain criterion of efficacy.

The Greek magical papyri are not merely a convenient case study in 

syncretism, however. Indeed, they preserve a type of experimental, porous ritual 

magic which is a foundation for the texts surviving from the Middle Ages. While 

Richard Kieckhefer compares the purification6 rites of the Liber iuratus with the 

examples of Jewish magic found in the papyri (“The Devil’s Contemplatives” 256), 

Elizabeth Butler goes substantially further in her survey Ritual Magic. For Butler, the 

distinction -  even if only in a paradigmatic sense -  of the papyri was to preserve in 

text a formal innovation of remarkable power: the presentation of magic as a 

performance.

The mysteries enacted in the Graeco-Egyptian rituals included the preliminary 

course of preparation, prayers, invocations, constraints, the manifestation of 

the spirit, the petition and the dismissal. How long that form had been fixed by 

custom it is impossible to say; but it has remained essentially the same from 

that day to this, and seems so obvious and inevitable, so much dictated by the 

nature of the performance, that one can hardly imagine a different structure. 

But the mould admits of widely divergent contents, of elaborations and 

variations without end. Genuine prayers and hair-raising blasphemies can be

6 Purification in the ritual sense (and its correlative, contamination) has, of course, been a crucial 
preoccupation of ethnography: see for example Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis o f 
Concepts o f  Pollution and Taboo', Lucien Levy-Bruhl, Primitives and the Supernatural (particularly 
chapter 8, “Defilement and Purification”); Claude Levi-Strauss, The Raw and the Cooked: Introduction 
to a Science o f  Mythology.
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poured into it; it can be a vessel for mystical aspirations, diabolical purposes, 

fanciful day-dreams or stark materialism; and the tone in which the 

conjurations are uttered is at least as mutable. Yet through all the chances and 

changes which beset the contents, the form remains inherently dramatic.” (17- 

18)

This ceremonial style of magic, exemplified by the rituals of the papyri, would prove 

extremely durable. The tradition is characterized not only by long recitations of holy, 

celestial or demonic names, but also by a careful manipulation of the material 

including elements of “sympathetic” magic7 -  see, for example, the love charm 

intended to induce insomnia and infatuation included in Georg Luck’s partial 

translation of PGM IV in the (significantly expanded) second edition of his Arcana 

Mundi:

Take the eyes of a bat and release it alive. Take a piece of unbaked dough or 

unmelted wax and shape a puppy dog. Put the right eye of the bat into the right 

eye of the puppy dog. Similarly the left into the left. Take a needle, thread it 

with the magical substance {ousia} and stick it through the eyes of the puppy 

dog, so that the magical substance is visible. Put the puppy dog into a new 

drinking vessel, attach a label {i.e., a tablet, or: a papyrus strip} to it and seal it

7 W hile this is a category popularized by Frazer in the context of “animistic” ritual practice, it remains 
of value when discussing magic which depends on occult resemblances, such as those set out by 
Pseudo-Bede in his account o f the humours in De mundi celestis terrestrisque constitutione:

There are ... four humours in a person, and these resemble the various elements. . . . Blood 
resembles air. It increases in Spring and is dominant during childhood. [Yellow] bile 
resembles fire. It increases in summer and is dominant during youth. Black bile resembles 
earth. It increases in autumn and is dominant during one’s mature years. Phlegm resembles 
water. It increases in winter and is dominant in old age. (19)

The wider epistemological importance of sympathy and resemblance in the Middle Ages and early 
modernity is addressed in Foucault’s The Order o f  Things:

Sympathy plays through the depths of the universe in a free state. It can traverse the vastest 
spaces in an instant: it falls like a thunderbolt from the distant planet upon the man ruled by 
that planet .... But such is its power that sympathy is not content to spring from a single 
contact and speed through space; it excites the things of the world to movement and can draw 
even the most distant o f them together. It is a principle of mobility ... (Foucault 26)



with your own ring, which has crocodiles head to head {or: tail to tail; or: head 

to tail) to each other. Deposit it at a crossroad after having marked the spot, so 

that you can find it, should you wish to recover it.

Formula to be written on the label: ‘I adjure you three times in the name of 

Hecate PHORPHORBA BAIBO PHORBORBA that NN lose the fire in her eye 

or even lie awake with nothing on her mind except me, NN, alone. I adjure you 

in the name of Kore who has become the goddess of the crossroad, who is the 

true mother of ... (write any name you wish) PHORBEA BRIMO NEREATO 

DAMON BRIMON SEDNA DARDAR. All-seeing one IOPE make her, NN, lie 

awake for me for all {eternity}....’ (140)

The papyri also codified the provision of such luxuries as “milk, wine, honey and 

cakes ... for the entertainment of the spirit to be invoked” (Butler 10). In the 

handbooks of the Middle Ages, the material components became further standardized 

(a sword, a ring, a book and altar), and assimilated more of Christian liturgy, but 

retained many of the structural features found in these hybrid manuscripts.

3.2.2 -  Hazardous authority: the case of Solomon

If the distinctive form of rituals arising from the exchange between Jewish, 

Greco-Roman and Egyptian (Coptic) practices had a decisive bearing on later 

developments in magic (such as the grimoire), there are also other aspects of antique 

esotericism -  particularly Jewish -  which further destabilize the kinds of teleological 

schema outlined by, for example, Keith Thomas (the more these “impurities” are 

accounted for, the more untenable seems the exclusionary structure of Religion and
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the Decline o f Magic).* While medieval ecclesiastical authorities (as well as 

chroniclers and poets) drew on paradigmatic sorcerers such as Simon Magus to 

construct their descriptions, his role was mainly that of a dissolute proto-Faust, and 

indeed Simon’s notoriety would feed the Faust legend in the time of Marlowe (Butler 

208). For practitioners searching for a model, meanwhile, the highly ambivalent 

figure of Solomon was the preeminent choice. Once again, the tradition of Solomonic 

magic is not a distinct strand of occult practice, but rather a culturally compound set 

of associations and attributions. All of these depend on a particular feature of the 

Solomon mythology: “The Wise King of the Bible, the Talmud and the Koran; the 

hero of the Arabian Nights, of Firdausi’s Suleiman Namah and of the countless other 

poems and tales; the author of Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, the Song of Songs and Wisdom 

was rumoured throughout the East and West to have left behind him secret books of 

magic” (Butler 47).

In medieval textual traditions, the appeal to the authority of Solomon is seen 

most clearly in the Ars Notoria manuscripts.9 While there is no single work known as 

the Ars Notoria, the corpus of material subsumed under this name is undoubtedly 

associated with Solomonic lore:

The Ars Notoria ascribes its authority to Solomon, referring to the account in 

II Chronicles 1: 9-12 and II Kings 3: 9-13 where God appears to Solomon in 

nocte. Among other things Solomon has asked for, he is granted sapientia, 

scientia et intelligencia. That a wider group of people might expect these kinds 

of gifts from God is suggested by Daniel 1:17 where God endows Daniel and

8 Indeed, for a scholar so willing to conflate medieval religious practice with magic, Thomas is 
remarkably silent on the genuinely hybrid forms which proliferated throughout antiquity, the Middle 
Ages, and the early modern era he seeks to purify of irrationality.

9 I use the term “Ars Notoria” to refer not to a discrete text, but rather to a textual tradition.
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the four children with knowledge and understanding, or Luke 21:15, where

Christ promises to endow his followers with wisdom. In the Diologus

miraculorum of Caesarius of Heisterbach a priest is given the gift of preaching

in his sleep. The commentary on this miracle refers back to the story of

Solomon. (Klaassen 14)

The apparently secure textual precedents for Solomonic revelation cited here by

Klaassen, however, are somewhat misleading. While the Ars Notoria is not an

explicitly necromantic tradition, and uses its magical operations in its pursuit of a kind

of humanistic agenda,10 the background to its attribution to Solomon cannot be

reduced to biblical or orthodox exempla. Clearly, the king’s legendary acquisition of

cosmic wisdom constitutes the pretext for his magical prowess, but only that -  a

pretext. By the Middle Ages, the notion of Solomon as an occult authority was

sufficiently familiar to operate as a given, and this familiarity is exploited not only by

the Ars Notoria (which benefits from being well-represented in manuscripts), but also

by other works circulating in the Middle Ages and early modern era, including the

notorious Key o f Solomon. In truth, Solomon’s connection with magic, and especially

book magic, is older than Christianity itself (Butler 47; Luck 58). Butler traces one of

the earliest written accounts of Solomonic magic to the historical writings of Flavius

Josephus in the first century CE, and proceeds from here to sketch the medieval and

early modern manifestations of the “Solomonic Cycle” (47-99). Moreover, rather than

simply crediting the king’s receipt of divine wisdom for his popularity as a

pseudonymous author figure, Butler argues that equally important was “the

ambiguous light shed by the Old Testament over the great king in his declining years,

when he loved strange women and followed after strange gods, enveloped him in that

10 Michael Camille notes the important connections between the Ars Notoria and the humanistic “artes 
memorative” (115-7).
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atmosphere of mystery and guilt which vastly enhances the prestige of practicing 

magicians, about whom something holy and unholy perpetually revolves” (47). While 

Klaassen is content to justify the attribution of the Ars Notoria on relatively orthodox 

grounds, Butler is convinced “it is doubtful at least if the rituals attributed to Solomon 

would have carried the spiritual underworld by storm as they did if no breath of things 

unlawful had ever tarnished his name” (47). On these grounds, Solomon’s presence 

within the occult tradition may be likened more to that of Apollonius or Hermes 

Trismegistus than any to conventional biblical model (Thorndike, vol. 1 283).

The relative innocuity of the Ars Notoria tradition did not save it from 

widespread condemnation,11 and any distinction between its “wisdom” magic and 

outright necromancy (a distinction which seems clear to modern scholars) appears to 

have had little purchase in the minds of its many denunciators; among whom Klaassen 

counts “Michael Scot, Thomas Aquinas, Peter Abano, Giovanni da Fontana, Nichole 

Oresme, James the Carthusian, Dionysius the Carthusian, Thomas Ebendorfer,

Vincent of Beauvais, Augustinus Triumphus and Trithemius” (15). Of the even less 

reputable Solomonic texts circulating in medieval Europe, Butler deems the Key o f 

Solomon (later to be named the Greater Key o f Solomon in contrast to the 

seventeenth-century Lesser Key) to be “the most famous of all the magical rituals 

known” (49) and (referring to the 1889 edition of Samuel Liddell MacGregor 

Mathers), offers the assessment that “In the form given by Mathers, translated into 

English and unfortunately expurgated by him of the blacker portions, it would seem to 

be a work dating from the fourteenth or fifteenth century” (49).12 Since, however, 

Mathers’s edition is a composite of seven manuscripts dating from the seventeenth

11 See Fanger, “Plundering the Egyptian Treasure” 222-5.

12 The instances of black magic omitted by Mathers include rituals involving the use of blood, a 
practice which “verges dangerously on the evil path” (Mathers vii).
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century onwards (British Library MS Additional 10862 is thought to be the oldest, 

and was considered by Mathers to belong to the sixteenth century), it is difficult to 

make any definitive statements about the text’s medieval dissemination. Nevertheless, 

we can detect its traces: the fourteenth century inquisitor Nicholas Eymeric (or 

Eymerich), already mentioned in chapter 3.1 with regard to the burning of magical 

books, claimed in his manual Directorium inquisitorum (c.1376) to have burned a 

version of the Key o f Solomon as well as a manuscript of the Liber iuratus (Bailey 

36). In addition to substantiating Butler’s dating of the text, this inquisitorial evidence 

demonstrates the attachment of the name of Solomon to an unquestionably 

disreputable text.

While Klaassen does not do full justice to the Solomonic context of the Ars 

Notoria, it is undoubtedly true that the malleability of Solomon’s authority is due to 

the king’s reputation for encyclopedism (credited in turn to the divine gift of which 

Klaassen provides other examples). What has become clear is that this model in no 

way represents a Christian innovation, but rather points, like the forms of exorcism 

recorded in the magical papyri (which include references to Solomon), to a profound 

contribution by Jewish culture13 -  one which will continue to be of relevance to this 

chapter.
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13 In the deuterocanonieal Wisdom o f Solomon, written in Greek by a Hellenized Jew and itself an 
example of philosophical synthesis, Luck finds:

Solomon says: “G od... gave me true knowledge of things, as they are: an understanding of the 
structure of the world and the ways in which elements work, the beginning and the end of eras 
and what lies in-between... the cycles of the years and the constellations... the thoughts of 
m en... the power if spirits... the virtues of roots... I learned it all, secret or manifest.” Clearly, 
Solomon is pictured as the greatest scientist, but also the greatest occultist, o f his time: he has 
studied astrology, plant magic, daemonology, divination, but also ta physika ‘science’. (Luck 
58)
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3.2.3 -  Towards presence: the impact of Jewish mysticism

A useful context for examining premodern magic as a site of syncretistic 

practice is to be found in the relation of religiously-inclined magic to the seemingly 

more familiar domain of mysticism, which continues to receive considerable attention 

from medievalists. Attempting to define mysticism, of course, is hardly less complex 

than doing so for magic,14 and we must be cautious about privileging the mysticism of 

one faith over another. For Gershom Scholem, the twentieth century’s foremost 

authority on Jewish mysticism,15 the mystic’s activities are always contingent upon a 

pre-formed orthodoxy, even if this carries within its epistemology the potential for its 

own transgression. Far from being solitary figures silently developing their own route

-  intellectually sui generis — towards experience of the godhead, antique and 

premodern mystics operated “almost exclusively within a prescribed tradition” (5). 

While the acceptance of religious authority by the mystic is certainly selective, and its 

extent variable, the engagement with “the religious experience of a given community” 

is preconditional. Those that appear to retreat absolutely from this community and its 

authority may achieve their aims, but forfeit their claim to representation within the 

“history of religions” (Scholem, On the Kabbalah audits Symbolism 7). Conversely, 

those prepared to enunciate their experience inevitably do so through the discourse of 

their tradition. If we are prepared to accept this, we also relinquish the exhausted 

notion that we can press mystical texts into the service of a mystificatory form of

14 An interesting point of contact between the terms is their once-pejorative usage. It is this 
rhetorical/political charge, perhaps, which contributes to some of their obscurity as categories.

15 W hile the models established by Scholem continue to dominate the field, it is important to recognize 
the work of more recent scholars o f Jewish mysticism, such as Rachel Elior’s Jewish Mysticism: The 
Infinite Expression o f  Freedom  and The Mystical Origins o f  Hasidism, and Peter Schafer’s The Hidden 
and M anifest God: Some M ajor Themes in Early Jewish Mysticism.



scholarship; a rhetorical project entirely in thrall to the promise of hermeneutic escape 

denied so emphatically by Scholem.

Indeed, Scholem’s repudiation of the unbinding of mystics from their parent 

traditions extends well beyond this. Bernard McGinn, whose thought on medieval 

Christian mysticism has been formative,16 wrote approvingly in his 1995 foreword to 

On the Kabbalah and Its Symbolism of Scholem’s rejection of the excesses of 

comparativism, and observed “Scholem’s insistence that ‘there is no mysticism as 

such, but only the mysticism of particular religious systems, Christian, Islamic, and 

Jewish mysticism, and so on,’ may seem obvious until one reflects on how much 

study of mysticism has been conducted on contrary premises” (x-xi). Initially, this 

exclusivity seems shocking to the intellectual historian. Is there not a web of shared 

concerns between the Christian mystic, the Kabbalist, and the Sufi? Scholem appears 

to advocate a robust contextualism which precludes such encounters. In fact, however, 

Scholem’s original remarks on the subject, found in Major Trends in Jewish 

Mysticism, are substantially more sophisticated in their approach:

There is no mysticism as such, there is only the mysticism of a particular 

religious system, Christian, Islamic, Jewish mysticism and so on. That there 

remains a common characteristic it would be absurd to deny, and it is this 

element which is brought out in the comparative analysis of particular mystical 

experiences. But only in our days has the belief gained ground that there is 

such a thing as an abstract mystical religion ... the various historical aspects of 

religious mysticism are often treated as corrupted forms of an, as it were, 

chemically pure mysticism which is thought of as not bound to any particular 

religion ... as Evelyn Underhill has rightly pointed out, the prevailing

16 See M cGinn’s classic series The Presence o f God, currently numbering four volumes.

148



conception of the mystic as a religious anarchist who owes no allegiance to his 

religion finds little support in fact. History rather shows that the great mystics 

were faithful adherents of the great religions. (Major Trends in Jewish 

Mysticism 6)

It is easy to misunderstand Scholem’s argument, and to conclude that what we call by 

the name mysticism is in fact simply a component of one religious tradition or another

-  that, in short, the word is meaningless. If this were his argument, McGinn’s 

assessment of the “study of mysticism” (x) would be equally meaningless, since his 

own field would be established on a category of false inclusion (and McGinn’s own 

research would lend him no authority at all to comment on Scholem’s work on Jewish

17mysticism). In this framework, one could not speak of mysticism at all. Instead, 

Scholem’s case relies on the conception of mysticism as a modality, empty of 

independent content but rich in meaning when animated by a religious tradition and 

by religious practice. Finally, it is contended by Scholem and McGinn that while 

accusations of heresy may be levelled at mystics by various authorities during their 

lives and afterwards, this does not render them de facto  radicals -  rather, the mystic is 

often a figure of theological conservatism (Scholem, On the Kabbalah and Its 

Symbolism 7).

If magic and mysticism are difficult to constrain independently, determining 

their division (if any) and intersection is a compound challenge. It is not appropriate 

to digress here into the politics of distinguishing mysticism and magic -  we may note 

in passing, however, that there is often a temptation when presented with problematic 

categories to react by abandoning distinctions on theoretical grounds (there is nothing

17 Compare, however, the radically different framework offered by Michel de Certeau in The Mystic 
Fable: The Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries. Certeau argues for “mystics” (la mystique) as a body 
of thought (a science?) emerging most convincingly within his own tradition of European Christianity, 
in the historical period denoted by the book’s title.
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easier than tearing down, after all). If we are to take Scholem’s contention seriously,

however, we must avoid this tendency. With mysticism conceived of as a modality,

18we may miss the point by engaging in straightforward comparison. By thematizing 

syncretism, we suspend some of these issues (which might be regarded as applying 

more properly to the spectral “mysticism as such”) in favour of addressing the role 

played in the formulation of Christian magic by mysticisms attached to non-Christian 

traditions. In this context, Scholem’s work retains pertinence, since Jewish mysticism 

is woven into much (formally Christian) occult practice in Europe -  whether we 

consider this inclusion to be of an appropriative or transconfessional character.

It is easy to underestimate this influence. Jewish mysticism has tended to be 

reduced to the Kabbalah; a tradition which is often held to penetrate the work of 

Christian thinkers (whether occult, humanist or both) in the fifteenth century, when 

we can observe the formulation of a cohesive Christian response to -  and 

appropriation of -  Kabbalistic thought. For those humanists (beginning with Giovanni 

Pico della Mirandola, a friend of Marsilio Ficino) interested in Kabbalism, direct 

instruction in advanced Hebrew was required, since Kabbalistic material was far more 

resistant to projects of translation than the secrets of Arabic astrology and alchemy 

had been. While these latter innovations had passed into Europe’s intellectual milieu 

in the twelfth century through the academic lingua franca  of Latin, and the study of 

Hebrew had flourished through translation, biblical exegesis and dialogue with Jewish 

scholars, the Kabbalah required an altogether more linguistically intensive approach.

18 Magic cannot feasibly be considered as a mode -  it is best conceived, as we have seen, primarily an 
expansive category of action or practice, fed by traditions frequently different from that which informs 
the practitioner’s orthodox religious context. A medieval magician could be orthodox in religious 
comportment, but could never be so while engaged in the practice of proscribed magic. A mystic, on 
the other hand, could easily be orthodox in both comportment and practice, but could diverge 
theologically (or not at all).
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The Hebrew language19 was (and is) the methodology, the form and the content of

Kabbalism, and was treated as such for important theological reasons:

To [Kabbalists] Hebrew, the holy tongue, is not simply a means of expressing

certain thoughts, born out of a certain convention and having a purely

conventional character, in accordance with the theory of language dominant in

the Middle Ages. Language in its purest form, that is, Hebrew, according to

the Kabbalists, reflects the fundamental spiritual nature of the world; in other

words, it has a mystical value. Speech reaches God because it comes from

20God. (Scholem, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism 17)

While a full engagement with Kabbalism was indeed only made possible under the 

circumstances of the fifteenth century, to overlook the wider Jewish mystical

19 As will be seen in the case of textual amulets, the power of the Hebrew language was widely known. 
Note, for instance, Lynn Thorndike’s account in the first volume of A History o f  Magic and 
Experimental Science of Origen’s (ambiguous) views on the efficacy of religious language more 
generally:

Origen more than once informs us that ‘almost all those who occupy themselves with 
incantations and magical rites’ and ‘many who conjure evil spirits’ employ in their spells and 
incantations such expressions as ‘God of Abraham.’ Origen grants that these phrases are used 
by the Jews themselves in their prayers to God and exorcisms, and that the names of Abraham, 
Isaac and Jacob possess great efficacy ‘when united with the word of God.’ Yet he will not 
acknowledge that the Jews practice magic. He also denies the charge of Celsus that Christians 
use incantations and the names of certain demons, although he admits that Christians ward off 
magic by regular use of prescribed prayers and frequently expel demons by repetition of ‘the 
simple name of Jesus, and certain other words in which they repose faith, according to the 
holy Scriptures,’ or ‘the name of Jesus accompanied by the announcement o f the narratives 
which relate to H im ’ (presumably a repetition of the names of the four Evangelists). It is even 
possible for persons who are not true Christians to make use of the name of Jesus to work 
wonders just as magicians use Hebrew names.

Origen, however, does not try to justify these Christian formulae, adjurations and 
exorcisms on the ground that they are simply prayers to God ... Origen believes that there is 
power in the words themselves ... This is seen from the fact that when translated into another 
language they lose their operative force, as those who are skilled in the use of incantations 
have noted. (449-50)

20 See also Scholem’s On the Kabbalah and Its Symbolism: “The secret world of the godhead is a world 
of language, a world of divine names that unfold in accordance with a law of their own” (36). The 
adoption of such a principle (whether in a Zionist or philosophical mode, or both) is one component of 
the close relationship between Scholem and Walter Benjamin. The “linguistic mysticism” of Benjamin, 
which owes much to this exchange with Kabbalah and related traditions, informs his essay “The Task 
of the Translator,” one of the founding texts of translation studies. Scholem details the personal and 
scholarly bond in Walter Benjamin: The Story o f  a Friendship and the collection The Correspondence 
o f Walter Benjamin and Gershom Scholem, 1932-1940. Also notable in this regard is the influence of 
Martin Buber on Scholem and his milieu, with Buber’s philosophy profoundly tied to his own interest 
in Jewish mysticism and the early Zionist project.



influence on learned and ritual magic before this time would result in a considerable 

misrepresentation. Within Christian culture, the reputation of the Hebrew language for 

having a mystical or theurgic function is extremely old and pervasive, and this 

reputation is not unconnected with the Solomonic context already discussed:

Origen believed that Hebrew was the primal language and that divine names in 

prayers were effective in the original Hebrew, but lost potency in translation. 

Medieval and Renaissance thinkers believed in the monogenetic theory of 

Hebrew as the voice of God and the original human language, in which Adam 

spoke in order to name the creatures in the Garden of Eden. Hebrew enjoyed 

what Beryl Smalley once described as “mystical properties” and “a magic pre

eminence.” A popular belief in the language’s healing powers might even lead 

to the mutilation of Hebrew books. Moreover, Christian suspicions about the 

historical involvement of Jews in magic may have contributed to the perceived 

efficacy of Hebrew divine names and formulas. The legendary association of 

King Solomon with Jewish magic probably reinforced popular suspicions. 

(Skemer 113-4)

In his classic work Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism, Scholem presents a spectrum

of traditions and sub-traditions distinct from or overlapping with Kabbalah, some of

which relate not only to the overtly syncretistic magical rituals of late antique papyri,

21but also to premodern Christian magic.

Of the mystical domains introduced by Scholem, one in particular is of interest

in light of its antiquity and its aims -  Merkabah or “throne” (also “chariot”)

mysticism. This visionary tradition is founded on the idea of God’s chariot as it is

portrayed in the Tanakh; specifically in the book of Ezekiel -  one of the N evi’im

21 Many of the traditions also addressed by Scholem, such as Sabbatianism, are essentially post- 
medieval phenomena.
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(prophetic books). This book, with its proto-apocalyptic elements, provided rich 

stimulus for theological interpretation. It begins with a visionary account of God 

seated on his throne-chariot, and concludes with another vision of God’s kingdom. 

These descriptions provided the animating force for Merkabah mysticism, and like the 

rest of the Tanakh -  divinely enunciated and so containing mysteries in every 

character -  could be interpreted without end through a range of heuristic and 

hermeneutic frameworks.

Merkabah was in some ways a rarefied discourse, and this became known 

even outside Jewish communities: “thus St. Jerome in one of his letters mentions a 

Jewish tradition which forbids the study of the beginning and end of the Book of 

Ezekiel before the completion of the third year” (Scholem, Major Trends in Jewish 

Mysticism 43). If the apocalyptic22 passages in Ezekiel were considered by some to be 

powerful texts loaded with mystical potentiality, the actual “practice” of Merkabah 

(insofar as it can be said to have a practical aspect) was so bound up with the pursuit 

of divine mysteries that it tended towards a kind of theurgy. Rather than compelling 

the divine to act in the world (which is the vocation only of a small segment of 

theurgic traditions), however, Merkabah mysticism simply sought to compel God to 

be seen. Here we must dispense with the inadequate notion that the ultimate aim of all 

mystical thought is a loving “union” with the godhead; a conclusion which depends 

on a highly selective mystical canon. Nor, according to Scholem, should mystical 

experience in general be represented as the realization of the inseparability of God’s 

presence from life; in fact, Scholem goes so far as to claim that mysticism is 

predicated on a great rupture in the history of religions:
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... there is no room for mysticism as long as the abyss between Man and God 

has not become a fact of the inner consciousness ... The immediate 

consciousness of the interrelation and interdependence of things, their 

essential unity which precedes duality and in fact knows nothing of it, the truly 

monistic universe of man’s mythical age, all this is alien to the spirit of 

mysticism. (Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism 7)

The implication of Scholem’s argument seems to be that mysticism (including 

Merkabah) is a kind of religious technology for coping with this abyss -  the pursuit of 

“the secret that will close it in, the hidden path that will span it” (Major Trends in 

Jewish Mysticism 8). For the Merkabah tradition, this revelation can be further likened 

to theurgy in its lack of need for the affective component important to some Christian 

mysticism. As Scholem remarks, the “language of the theurgist conforms to that of the 

Merkabah mystic. Both are dominated by the attributes of power and sublimity, not 

love or tenderness” (Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism  56). The distinct nature of this 

visionary tradition invites us to suspect the ease with which we might associate some 

examples of medieval visionary magic (the Liber iuratus, for example) with a purely 

Neoplatonic mysticism. While tempting in its apparent dissolution of the categories of 

medieval mysticism and magic, such a move only does so while affirming the 

reduction of these categories to a single, ultimately Christian, tradition.

In discussing the Liber iuratus specifically, Richard Kieckhefer recognizes the 

danger of overstating the contiguity of Christian texts, asserting that “The basic 

inspiration for this book seems ultimately derivative from medieval Jewish mysticism 

in the Merkabah tradition rather than from Christian traditions of either mysticism or 

magic.” (“The Devil’s Contemplatives” 255). On a more general level, Kieckhefer 

notes the proximity of some Jewish mysticism and magic -  particularly in the case of
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Kabbalah (a view supported by Scholem) -  but maintains that “the idea of a 

fundamental continuity between mysticism and magic, integral as it is to Kabbalah, 

appears foreign to Christian culture” (262). The efficacy of the magic of the Liber 

iuratus and the Liber visionum could not be guaranteed by mere intellectual 

colonialism. Instead, a similarly opportunistic and localized syncretism was required, 

but one which took the step of unironically defamiliarizing the notional realm of 

Christian magic -  an ideal state within which the requisite operations could never 

make sense. Rather than colonialism, intellectual profanation was necessary, 

whereby, as Kieckhefer states, “Honorius of Thebes and John of Morigny in their 

rather different ways imbibed a mentality that would more readily be perceived as 

coherent within Jewish culture” (262).

3.2.4 -  Portable potentiality

Finally, we may step outside Jewish mysticism proper to observe a further 

example of the broader Jewish influence on medieval magic (before the emergence of 

Christian Kabbalah), which can be found in the textual amulets presented in many 

magical books. Don C. Skemer usefully places the medieval preoccupation with 

textual amulets in the context of the Jewish use of phylacteries or Tefillin, containers 

that could be bound to the body or the head, keeping verses of the Torah close to the 

wearer physically and in thought.23 In Jewish theology, phylacteries are not “magical”

23 The distinction between oral performance and textual record was highly permeable: “Verbal charms 
were written down in codices as an aide-memoire for personal or communal reference and as a means 
of textual dissemination, and they could also be turned into textual amulets by being written down on a 
piece of parchment or paper and worn on the body. Conversely, amuletic charms written down in 
codices could be used as verbal charms.” (Skemer 9)
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in any sense other than containing divinely enunciated wisdom. Yet, Skemer 

acknowledges that this practice was capable of taking on occult characteristics in 

certain popular forms, and it is this potentiality within the technology of the hidden 

which may account for the elaboration of talismanic magic from these relatively 

mainstream Jewish origins. While scriptures contained in a phylactery may not 

necessarily be vocalized regularly, their status as conventional and “invariant” makes 

them potent even as material resources for performative action. Hence, the popular 

mystifying of the Tefillin might be partly accounted for by considering the 

combination of belief (not necessarily orthodox) and the latent factiveness of the 

inscriptions.24 A somewhat analogous mystification, no doubt influenced by the 

Tefillin, occurs with the emergence of magical amulets in medieval Christian culture. 

Skemer traces this to the performance of exorcism, and amulets used in early 

exorcisms certainly resembled phylacteries, as is evident from this description:

Probably the earliest Christian amulet is a second-century gold lamella found 

in Beirut. Inscribed on both sides of this amulet are Greek exorcism formulas. 

It was then carefully rolled up inside a capsule with rings or loops by means of 

which it could be worn around the victim’s neck. Its thirteen-line inscription 

invokes Christ and the cross to cast out the Devil. (47 n.82)

As is the case with magical books themselves, we can see performativity being 

materially constructed and contained, as well as the power of formula and convention

24 The literal and figurative opacity of the phylactery’s functionality may also contribute to a version of 
“blackboxing” with regard to the deployment of the objects, regardless of whether or not their use can 
be said to be empirically verifiable:

[Blackboxing is an] expression from the sociology of science that refers to the way scientific 
and technical work is maed invisible by its own success. When a machine runs efficiently, 
when a matter of fact is settled, one need focus only on its inputs and outputs and not on its 
internal complexity. Thus, paradoxically, the more science and technology succeed, the more 
opaque and obscure they become. (Latour, Pandora’s Hope 304)



(as discussed by Rappaport).25 Exorcism lent itself to further reappropriation within 

popular and necromantic practices because it was already in some ways “occult” (it 

concerned the binding and coercion of demons), and because in Austin’s and 

Rappaport’s terms it can be described as a point at which the illocutionary, 

perlocutionary and factive qualities of specified utterances and texts are made 

rhetorically explicit; a direct, ritualized attempt to bring about a situation that 

structures and is structured by the content and force of the verbal performance.

Once again, we have the synthetic or syncretistic admixture of Jewish and 

Christian religious components to fulfil the demands of the performance. It is worth 

bearing in mind, however, that the Jewish phylactery tradition does not enter a “pure” 

Christian liturgical or sacramental context: the rite of exorcism itself is hybrid. While 

imitative in principle (since exorcisms of a sort were attributed to Christ), the ritual 

formulae of exorcism developed in late antiquity and the early Middle Ages were 

influenced by existing Jewish rites (like those already seen deployed in the Greek 

magical papyri). Against this background, the integration of phylactery-like textual 

amulets into exorcism rites and their magical extensions is not wholly surprising. The 

Christian appropriation of one particular amuletic tradition has received attention 

from Valentina Izmirlieva in All the Names o f the Lord: Lists, Mysticism, and Magic. 

Izmirlieva devotes the second half of her book to discussing the development of the 

seventy-two Hebrew names of God; the shem ha-mephorash, which she regards as 

magical in character rather than simply theological. As we have seen in other 

contexts, the desire for efficacy can lead to the crossing (indeed, the transgression) of

25 The role o f typology is also stressed by Skemer: “Early medieval Christians could use exorcism 
amulets in the knowledge that Christ had healed the demon-possessed through the therapy of words and 
touch. Christian exorcisms were predicated upon a belief in the efficacy of clerically dispensed rituals 
and words could [sic] win divine protection in a way that the “magic for hire” of Simon Magus could 
not.” (47)
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faiths and cultures: Izmirlieva describes a “Kabbalo-Christian exchange” (123), most 

likely in the south of France, taking place in the twelfth century. At this time, the 

Languedoc region was Cathar-controlled, and so was already an environment of 

“confessional diversification” (123), and possibly “direct transactions” between 

Catharism and Kabbalah (198 n.22). It is in this Proven?al context that the Sefer ha- 

Bahir (Book o f Brightness), the “first mature articulation of the shem ha-mephorash 

theory” (Izmirlieva 123) appears in its earliest form. In the following century, the 

Roman de Flamenca included descriptions of the seventy-two names being used as a 

textual amulet, and other manuscripts “from the end of the thirteenth and the 

beginning of the fourteenth century already provide the amulet itse lf’ (Izmirlieva 

125).

The Christian amuletic tradition, which had possibly originated with the 

Tefillin, thus adapted to incorporate newer developments in Jewish mysticism and 

Kabbalah, of which the shem ha-mephorash was the most powerful for the purposes 

of textual amulets.26 In carrying the seventy-two names of God, the Christian could 

bear the entire potentiality of the divine -  not in symbolic form, but in the actual 

“incarnation” of text. Without the benefit of the deep understanding of Kabbalah and 

the Hebrew language acquired by Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, these earlier 

syncretists often made their own divergent emendations to the prescribed formulae, 

such as including divine names in Latin and in Greek (Izmirlieva 125). Once again, 

this syncretism is performed not through theorization, but by the opportunistic 

fabrication of a kind of “technology”.

26 Izmirlieva notes that, throughout the Middle Ages, many forms of divine name-listing found a 
receptive culture in Christian Europe, since onomastic frameworks had purchase through traditions of, 
for example, florilegia and encyclopedism, which she regards as a preference “perhaps of Christian 
medieval episteme as a whole,” with “the list being the major medieval tool for preserving, retrieving, 
and communicating valuable information” (56).



In this sense, it is perhaps less surprising to find in the domain of talismanic 

magic -  where textual amulets were constructed not only from divine names but also 

from written prayers and the suspect material of conjurations and seals -  that the word 

experimentum has been associated with both “experiment” in the sense of an 

operation (whether magical or scientific) and with textual amulets or charms. Skemer 

gives the example in late medieval England of Sir Robert Tresilian, “one of five royal 

favorites whom the Lords Appellant charged with high treason” (194-5) in the 1388 

Merciless Parliament, which crippled the court of Richard II. The conventional details 

of Tresilian’s desperate case reveal this interesting terminological ambiguity:

The Merciless Parliament condemned Tresilian to be hanged, drawn, and 

quartered .... Favent and some contemporary chroniclers agree that before 

going on trial, Tresilian went into hiding disguised as poor old man.... Favent 

wrote that Tresilian appeared more like a pilgrim or beggar than chief justice 

of the realm. Henry de Wakefield, bishop of Worcester, noted in his register 

that Tresilian was dressed ‘in apparatu hermiti.’....

Despite his disguises, Tresilian was ... arrested on 19 February 1388. 

After Parliament confirmed the earlier sentence against him, Tresilian was 

taken to the Tower of London and from there to the gallows at Tyburn, Favent 

satirically contrasts Tresilian at Tyburn with Christ at Calvary. It is in 

connection with Tresilian’s execution that Favent mentions textual amulets. 

Ostensibly, the condemned man said, ‘So long as I do wear something upon 

me, I shall not die.’ The executioner had Tresilian stripped naked and 

discovered that he was wearing one or more textual amulets, which were 

comprised of certain experimenta and signa painted in the manner of 

astrological signs or talismanic seals (‘ad modum carecterum celi’), a painted
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head of a devil, and the names of many demons. This source of magical 

protection was removed, no doubt because the executioner thought it might be 

effective, and Tresilian was hanged on the gallows, his throat cut for good 

measure. Most translators have agreed that Favent was referring to an amulet 

of some sort. (Skemer 194-6)

Skemer is aware of the political character of Thomas Favent’s account of the 

“miraculous” (in his estimation) Parliament of 1388, and of the dangers of taking his 

description of Tresilian’s execution at face value. While Favent undoubtedly writes 

from an anti-Ricardian perspective, and so has a vested interest in portraying Tresilian 

as not only a traitor but one embroiled in necromancy, Skemer argues that the form -  

if not the historical actuality -  of the amulet described is consistent with some 

surviving materials, meaning that Favent’s rhetorically charged narrative of seals and

27devilry is not necessarily “conjured ... up out of whole cloth” (Skemer 198).

Unreliable as they may be, Favent’s charges make indirect reference to genuine 

amuletic traditions:

Favent might have been referring to a small group of parchment amulets or a 

single multipurpose amulet comprised of separate sections, which in either 

case would have been worn around the neck in a leather pouch or fabric sack.

In late medieval England, the component texts of such an amulet might be 

called brevia. The word experimentum had a range of meanings from the

27 Skemer elaborates:
Favent was emphasizing that Tresilian relied not on divine grace but black magic. Moreover, 
disguises made it possible for Tresilian to cross social boundaries and thus be in a position to 
infect the common folk with demonic magic. Favent clearly had direct and intimate 
knowledge of contemporary political events, but it is possible that he invented or embellished 
the details of the execution. Thomas Frederick Tout speculated that Favent, probably a 
Wiltshire native, wrote his antiroyalist chronicle while serving as a clerk or chaplain for one of 
the Lords Appellant. Tout described Favant’s chronicle as ‘a political pamphlet, written in 
Latin, and therefore addressed to clerical and educated circles, and aiming at glorifying rather 
than apologizing for the work of the Lords Appellant.’ (198)



twelfth to seventeenth centuries. It could signify manuscript texts of natural 

magic or collections of secreta philosophorum, which guided operations (as in 

alchemical experiments). It could also refer to a magical charm or recipe, or to 

a diagnostic procedure. However, based on Favent’s negative characterization, 

Tresilian’s experimenta were probably textual amulets that included pseudo- 

Solomonic rituals and seals essential for summoning angels and demons to the 

aid of the person wearing them. (196-7)

Skemer finds some substantiation of the notion that Tresilian wore a textual amulet to 

his execution (or rather, further evidence of the rumour) in an appreciably less 

politicized monastic text:

The monk John Northwood noted in his devotional miscellany, probably kept 

from 1386 to 1410 at Bordesley Abbey, Worcestershire, that Tresilian was 

executed after an otherwise-efficacious textual amulet had been removed from 

his body.... Northwood refers to Tresilian’s amulet in connection with the 

efficacy of standard textual elements -  a Middle English version of the 

Heavenly Letter, in which Pope Leo III gave to Charlemagne a fairly common 

list of divine names in Latin, beginning ‘Hec sunt nomina dei patris 

omnipotensis. Messias * Sother * Emanuel * Sabaoth * Adonay’ and 

interspersed with crosses. (197-8)

The textual elements in Tresilian’s amulets, as described by Favent and 

Northwood, may seem very different, but they were not incompatible. By 

Tresilian’s time in England and on the Continent, as we learn from extant 

artifacts, textual amulets had for more than a century offered protection 

through an amalgamation of older, traditional Christian textual elements ... 

often including divine names and a version of the Heavenly letter, with newer
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Christian traditions of magic influenced by pseudo-Solomonic texts, including 

names of demons, magic seals and figures, and experimenta.

The link in nomenclature between textual amulets and experimenta, for which Skemer 

provides further documentation (196-7 n.57), suggests that the materiality of magical 

apparatus gives it some common ground with other forms of experimenta. This invites 

us to examine the issue of experiment and experimentality more closely in the 

following chapter, highlighting in the process some difficult disjunctures and 

continuities between notions of the premodern occult and models of science and 

technology usually associated with modernity.
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4.1 -  The Experimental Act

‘You doubt what I wrote? Let me show you.’

(Bruno Latour, Science in Action 64)

When Lynn Thorndike began assembling the eight-volume A History o f Magic 

and Experimental Science, for what reasons and in what sense did he yoke these two 

subjects? Should we take magic and experimental science to be distant cousins, 

siblings, or one and the same?

Thorndike’s modest remarks on this fundamental association, found in the 

introduction to the first volume of his study, are insufficient for our purposes:

Magic is here understood in the broadest sense of the word, as including all 

occult arts and sciences, superstitions, and folk-lore.... My idea is that magic 

and experimental science have been connected in their development; that 

magicians were perhaps the first to experiment; and that the history of both 

magic and experimental science can be better understood by studying them 

together. (Thorndike 2)

Clearly, the answer requires some clarification of terms. Mediating between notions 

of magic and science is the experimental, a word which presents several meanings 

which are not easily separable. The most important of these for our purposes may be 

summarized as follows:

1. Experiential

2. Pertaining to experimental demonstration



3. Tentative; novel1

In a sense, these proceed from the general to the technical to the aesthetic. The 

movement from “based on experience” to “tentative” is not possible without the 

extension of the former into the technical sense (“pertaining to experimental 

demonstration”). From there -  since progress, novelty and exploration come primarily 

from demonstration within the framework of modern science -  we accept a further 

extension of the second meaning into the more humanistic third. The mediating 

function is thus localized to experimental demonstration. It is clear, then, that much 

depends on the notion of experimentation which we bring to the study of magic and 

science.

4.1.1 -  The work of experimentation

While it has been one of the deceptions of modernity to render scientific 

activity (including the experiment) sterile, transparent and entirely divorced from 

other human discourses and practices, it is the contention of Bruno Latour and others

1 The Oxford English Dictionary, which unfolds many more sub-senses of the word, includes the third 
of these under the second, but I represent it separately since “tentative” seems particularly 
foregrounded when using “experimental” in domains outside the core sciences (e.g. experimental 
music; experimental film). It is, in this regard, an aesthetic or humanistic extension of the second 
meaning.

2 Thorndike notes, in the first volume of his study, an interesting reflection by Pliny on the nature and 
origin of experimental/experiential knowledge:

Pliny is puzzled how some things which he finds stated in “authors famous for wisdom” were 
ever learned by experience, for example, that the star-fish has such fiery fervor that it bums 
everything in the sea which it touches, and digests its food instantly. That adamant can be 
broken only by goat’s blood he thinks must have been divinely revealed, for it would hardly 
have been discovered by chance, and he cannot imagine that anyone would eve have thought 
of testing a substance of immense value in a fluid of one of the foulest of animals. In several 
other passages he suggests chance, accident, dreams, or divine revelation as the ways in which 
the medicinal virtues of certain simples were discovered. (56)



within science studies that the laboratory is a staging ground for metaphysics and for 

such “contaminants” as politics, economics, and wider cultural forces. It is a domain 

whose artificiality is proportional to its capacity to generate fact. The less controlled 

and the less enfolded in human concerns the laboratory is, the less authentically it 

allows its objects to speak.

Thus, we encounter a major pitfall: while anthropologists and intellectual 

historians are quite sure that magic has something to do with science (just as it has 

with religion), the model of science imported into the humanities is inadequate. This 

problem helps to explain the rhetorically suspect accounts of magic given by 

ethnographers like Frazer (discussed in chapter 1.1), who accepted wholesale the 

narratives of modernity which in turn affirmed a particular view of science, delimiting 

the character of discourse on magic. One could have an anthropology of magic and of 

religion -  an anthropology, in other words, of the obsolete -  but not of science, under 

whose sign Frazer and his colleagues conducted their work. In this way, the very 

discipline of humanity -  anthropology -  relied on the exclusion of the human from the 

work of science.

But should we permit that magic and science (and particularly experimental 

science, as Thorndike has it) are as intimate as magic and religion,3 it is clear that 

scholarly engagement is impoverished without this forbidden anthropology of science. 

It is the modern distaste for this idea (one which, after all, threatens the 

epistemological formulation of modernity) that accounts for all the anxiety and

3 Thorndike offers a useful patristic source for this association in Tyrannius Rufinus’s Latin translation 
of the writings of Origen:

Origen remarks that magicians differ in the amount o f power they possess. Balaam was a very 
famous and expert one, known throughout the whole orient. He had given many experimental 
proofs (experimenta) o f his skill and Balak had frequently employed him. The translator 
Rufinus’s repeated use of the words experimenta and expertus here is an interesting indication 
of the close connection between magic and experiment. (Vols. 1-2 447)
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suspicion directed at science studies.4 Science is not “studied”; it is simply conducted. 

When we violate this principle, our study of magic is made more complete, and we 

are finally able to assess the relation of magic to experimental science. We have 

already seen that much of what is called magic is not proper to magic itself nor to 

religion, but is rather a matter of dispute (that is, it involves a collision of rhetoric and 

power). In the same way, science’s history and present are multiple and disputed in 

ways even Bachelard could not articulate. Permitting an anthropology or sociology of 

science, then, might allow us to discuss the idea of experimental demonstration 

without recourse either to a conservative “history of error” (the only acceptable study 

of science in the traditional model) or a cynical critique revealing the supposed 

“social” reality behind the illusion of scientific realism.5

In its modern form, experiment is generally confined to the “laboratory”; the 

place of work. It is at this site that science studies had one of its earliest expressions, 

with the 1979 book Laboratory Life by Latour and Steve Woolgar.6 Eight years later, 

it would continue to be a concern in Latour’s textbook Science in Action. In both 

books, the laboratory is represented as a place of inscription; a process performed by a 

mixture of human actors and instruments or “inscription device[s]” (Latour and 

Woolgar, Laboratory Life 51; Latour, Science in Action 68). In paying attention to the 

processes by which this inscription occurs, Latour claims that we can move beyond

4 See Latour, Pandora’s Hope 1 -3 for an anecdotal example of this anxiety.

5 See Latour, “The Promises of Constructivism” and Reassembling the Social for evaluations of the 
often unreflective invocation of “the social” to explain and situate action, or as a replacement for a 
genuine methodology.

6 In an act o f terminological contrition sparked by Latour’s (developing) distaste for “social” 
constructivism, Latour and Woolgar had the subtitle o f Laboratory Life: The Social Construction o f  
Scientific Fact changed simply to The Construction o f  Scientific Fact for the 1986 edition. Latour’s 
wider view on this subject (why, for example, should society be the ultimate tool of critical diagnosis, 
when it is itself constructed by different means?) is expressed fully in the two texts cited in note 2 
above, though it should be noted that Laboratory Life itself did not advocate social constructivism as 
such, and the book’s argument as presented in 1979 remains unchanged in the second edition.



standard epistemology into a simultaneously more constructed and more realist 

framework. This, he would later argue, acts to counter the prejudice whereby 

“philosophers of science and historians of ideas would like to avoid the world of the 

laboratory, that repugnant kitchen in which concepts are smothered with trivia” (We 

Have Never Been Modern 21). The laboratory’s privileging of observation (and 

subsequently its textualization or inscription), according to science studies, is not a 

universal feature of science but has its own archaeology.7 In We Have Never Been 

Modern, Latour views Steven Shapin and Simon Schaffer’s 1985 work Leviathan and 

the Air-Pump: Hobbes, Boyle and the Experimental Life as both “the real beginning of 

a comparative anthropology that takes science seriously” (We Have Never Been 

Modern 15) and a remarkable unravelling of the turn towards pure demonstration in 

scientific practice.

The dispute at the heart of Leviathan and the Air-Pump is that between 

Thomas Hobbes and Robert Boyle, but this does not simply mirror the “vacuism 

versus plenism” debate. Rather, Boyle’s air-pump itself was the locus of controversy 

by virtue of the new method of demonstration it realized. This double and 

interconnected disagreement may be summarized as follows: first, Hobbes rejected 

vacuism since it seemed to violate the materialist foundations of the political 

philosophy set out in Leviathan', foundations which would be preserved with plenism. 

Simultaneously, Hobbes placed himself in methodological opposition to 

experimentalism itself (the method by which Boyle sought to prove vacuism), 

believing the true aim of science and natural philosophy to be the private production 

of proofs among experts, through deduction and thought. While Boyle and Hobbes

7 A related theme has been taken up within the history and philosophy of science by Lorraine Daston 
and Peter Galison, in their important book Objectivity. Daston and Galison track the modern 
development of the making of scientific images, and discern a turn to absolute visual fidelity in the 
nineteenth century which displaces rival forms of representation and inscription.



“agree[d] on almost everything” (Latour, We Have Never Been Modern 17), their 

difference over the legitimacy of the air-pump reveals that the experimental 

demonstrations favoured by Boyle were a real and irreducible factor in the 

constitution of the public sphere. In its recognition of this, Leviathan and the Air- 

Pump itself becomes a text of methodological interest. Commenting on the book, 

Latour identifies in particular a refusal on the part of Shapin and Schaffer to conduct 

the work of conventional historicism:

... the authors do not show how the social context of England might justify the 

development of Boyle’s physics and the failure of Hobbes’s mathematical 

theories. They come to grips with the very basis of political philosophy. Far 

from ‘situating Boyle’s scientific works in their social context’ or showing 

how politics ‘presses in upon’ scientific doctrines, they examine how Boyle 

and Hobbes fought to invent a science, a context, and a demarcation between 

the two. (We Have Never Been Modern 16)

The radical constructivism espoused by science studies invites us to reconsider the 

experiment as a politically costly act -  not simply the private, ludic explorations of a 

noble genius.

Here we may return to Thorndike, who does not entertain the notion of 

conjoining epistemology and politics. In fact, he seeks to make the divide explicit 

from the very first pages of his A History o f Magic and Experimental Science: .. the

history of thought is more unified and consistent, steadier and more regular, than the 

fluctuations and diversities of political history” (3). We may excuse Thorndike on 

account of his own place in the “history of thought,” but it is clear that a failure to 

recognize the politics of the experimental act is also a failure to explain to us what 

experiment really is. Considering that magic is itself often highly politicized, and
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“magic and experimental science have been connected in their development” 

(Thorndike 2), the history documented so exhaustively by Thorndike is nonetheless 

missing an essential component -  the “fluctuations and diversities” (3) he relegates to 

political history, which is conceived as an entirely incompatible enterprise. Nor can 

the dissociation from the political that we inherit from Thorndike be resolved through 

frivolous “parallel readings” of political and scientific/magical/experimental 

discourse: such efforts would yield nothing, for instance, in the case of the air-pump, 

since the discursive separation is itself at stake in Boyle’s experiments. The human 

actors involved do not settle into genres of discourse to an extent sufficient for us to 

“daringly” cross them through critical bricolage: “Boyle has a science and a political 

theory; Hobbes has a political theory and a science” (Latour, We Have Never Been 

Modern 17).

Though experiment is always bound up with innovation, the air-pump and its 

role in Boyle’s laboratory constituted an innovation in the structure of 

experimentation itself by making scientific demonstration an explicitly public affair: 

While a dozen civil wars were raging, Boyle chose a method of argument -  

that of opinion -  that was held in contempt by the oldest scholastic tradition. 

Boyle and his colleagues abandoned the certainties of apodeictic reasoning in 

favour of a doxa. This doxa was not the raving imagination of the credulous 

masses, but a new mechanism for winning the support of one’s peers. Instead 

of seeking to ground his work in logic, mathematics or rhetoric, Boyle relied 

on a parajudicial metaphor: credible, trustworthy, well-to-do witnesses 

gathered at the scene of the action can attest to the existence of a fact, the 

matter of fact, even if they do not know its true nature. So he invented the
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empirical style that we still use today. (Latour, We Have Never Been Modern 

17-8)

It is this public mode of scientific work which seems to distinguish modern 

experiment from magical operations. Once again, however, we must be cautious of 

such easy distinctions. To grasp the complexity of purifying the occult from the 

experimental method pioneered by Boyle, we must consider his place in intellectual

o

history further. As attested by the work of Lawrence M. Principe, Robert Boyle was, 

in addition to a “natural philosopher, theologian, founding member of the Royal 

Society ... rhetorician, [and] moralist,” an alchemist (“Newly Discovered Boyle 

Documents” 57). Principe expresses concern that “older secondary literature classes 

alchemy alongside magic and the occult sciences,” leading to “[p]opular 

misconceptions of alchemy” (The Aspiring Adept 188), and that moreover “it has 

become a stock assumption that alchemy was somehow distinguished from 

subsequent chemistry by virtue of some (generally ill-defined) spiritual, religious or 

esoteric content” (188). Principe allows, however, that alchemical texts exhibit “what 

has been termed an “initiatic style” (188),9 the implication being that scholars who

8 See the monograph The Aspiring Adept: Robert Boyle and His Alchemical Quest, first published in 
1998, in addition to Principe’s 1995 article “Newly Discovered Boyle Documents in the Royal Society 
Archive” in Notes and Records o f  the Royal Society o f  London 49.

9 This notion of initiation, which involves the preparation of the self as part o f the heuristic process, 
may be associated with the “epistemic virtues” discussed by Daston and Galison in Objectivity.

Epistemic virtues are virtues properly so-called: they are norms that are internalized and 
enforced by appeal to ethical values, as well as to pragmatic efficacy in securing knowledge. 
Within science, the specific values and related techniques of the self in question may contrast 
sharply with those of ancient religious and philosophical sects intent upon rites of purification 
and initiation preparatory to the reception of wisdom. This is why the rhetoric of the 
alchemists, Paracelsians, and other early modem reformers of knowledge and society rings so 
strangely in modem (or even eighteenth-century) ears. These visionaries sought wisdom, not 
just truth, and enlightenment, not just knowledge. Post seventeenth-century epistemic virtues 
differ accordingly in their aims, content, and means. But they are alike in their appeals to 
certain tailor-made techniques of the self that were tightly interwoven with scientific 
practices.... Epistemic virtues earn their right to be called virtues by molding the self, and the 
ways they do so parallel and overlap with the ways epistemology is translated into science. 
(40-1)



dismiss alchemy as pure esotericism have failed to overcome the rhetorical barriers 

placed by the alchemists themselves. In the work of those critiqued by Principe, the 

mystificatory form of alchemy is taken as its end rather than its beginning.

One essay cited frequently by Principe -  Michael Hunter’s “Alchemy, Magic 

and Moralism in the Thought of Robert Boyle” -  is not as concerned with separating 

alchemy from magic. Indeed, Hunter details a letter from Boyle to Joseph Glanvill in 

1677 in which Boyle expresses his hope for the verification of an alchemical 

experiment in the Viennese court: “ ‘Supposing the truth of this, I say, this one 

positive instance will better prove the reality of what they call the philosopher's stone 

(102). Hunter places this in the context both of Glanvill’s work Saducismus 

Triumphatus, of which Boyle was an admirer, and the sense of regret with which 

Boyle notes in the same letter that

.. .we live in an age, and a place, wherein all stories of witchcrafts, or other 

magical feats, are by many, even of the wise, suspected; and by too many, that 

would pass for wits, derided and exploded.... yet any one relation of a 

supernatural phaenomenon being fully proved, and duly verified, suffices to 

evince the thing contended for; and, consequently, to invalidate some of the 

atheists plausiblest arguments. (102)

Hunter’s conclusion is that, “Though the passage in which the transition from 

witchcraft to alchemy is made is slightly obscure,” there is nevertheless “little doubt 

that Boyle considered alchemy integral to the question of the supernatural realm and 

its reality, Glanvill's painstaking empirical demonstration of which he so strongly 

supported” (102). Boyle did not rely on an a priori conflation of alchemy and the 

“supernatural” or occult (the kind of conflation that Principe considers unhelpful), but 

sought to find a cosmological unity in these that demonstrated scientifically the
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existence of a hidden realm, in the manner of Glanvill’s empirical theology. In this 

way, Boyle hoped (according to Hunter) “to vindicate the mechanical philosophy 

from the accusation that it was itself dangerously associated with the spread of 

materialism and atheism” (102). Boyle’s alchemical pursuits constituted a key part of 

this project: as Shapin and Schaffer themselves note, “Boyle laboured to bring 

alchemy into the public domain” (72).

The bulk of Hunter’s article is concerned with British Library Additional MS 

4229, folios 60-3. These pages preserve memoranda dictated by Boyle to Gilbert 

Burnet, the Bishop of Salisbury, and their contents are startling:

... half of the document -  two and a half out of five pages -  is about magic. It 

recounts stories of people Boyle had known or had heard of who had had 

psychic experiences or who had conversed with spirits, two of whom had even 

offered the privilege to Boyle himself. Clearly, these were matters of 

considerable moment to Boyle, which makes it important to assess them and 

their implications. For one thing, the notes indicate a strong curiosity about 

magic in Boyle, complicated by an anxiety about the moral implications of this 

....(94 )

While Hunter’s definition of magic is rather loose by Principe’s standards, these 

phenomena would clearly have been disreputable in Boyle’s institutional milieu. One 

detail in the dictated notes is of particular interest, since it involves a chemist 

acquaintance of Boyle’s who gained knowledge of the practice of ritual magic. An 

encounter with a French “[ejcclesiastick,” who produced the apparition of four 

terrifying wolves, gave this acquaintance confidence in

... the reality of apparitions and [gave] him the desire to know how to conjure 

them himself. The ecclesiastic gave him some help; he obtained more from a
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magical book which he acquired from a poor traveller who had found it on the 

highway; and he had reached the point of making spirits appear. Indeed, he 

‘offer(ed) to satisfy Mr B(oyle) by shewing him in a glasse of water strange 

representations, but he would not accept of it’. Though at this point not yet a 

full master of the art, Boyle's informant knew how to prepare himself to 

receive spirits by fasting for a certain period, wearing the correct clothes and 

using the proper incantations, ‘after which he should be an Adeptus’. (Hunter 

95-6)

The impression of Boyle’s interest in the occult (beyond the dubious area of alchemy) 

conveyed by Hunter’s archival work is murky. What seems relatively consistent, 

however, is that Boyle was drawn to instances of the demonstration of hidden powers. 

If the one “supernatural phaenomenon” (Hunter 102) in twenty could be publicly 

verified, so too would Boyle’s favoured cosmology. While Hobbes’s materialism took 

the visibility of the world as a given, Boyle’s experimental empiricism ventured into 

the hidden to produce this visibility where it seemed least likely (in a glass container 

without air, for example). In this way, Bruno Latour’s definition of experiment is fully 

justified: “An experim ent... is an action performed by the scientist so that the 

nonhuman can be made to appear on its own” (Pandora’s Hope 129).10

It is now possible to complete our image. Since Thorndike pursues 

experimental science well into modernity, it is no surprise that he encounters Robert 

Boyle. Interestingly, however, Thorndike’s failure to consider the political and 

metaphysical implications of experimentation leaves him unequipped to deal 

satisfactorily with Boyle:

10 See also Ian Hacking’s “Experimentation and Scientific Realism”: “One chief role of experiment is 
the creation of phenomena. Experimenters bring into being phenomena that do not naturally exist in a 
pure state” (435-6).
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Rather than framing explanations or apologia for the long-known signs of 

Boyle’s alchemy, Lynn Thorndike rejects them dismissively. Although he 

recognizes the residuals of sympathetic magic in several of Boyle’s medical 

receipts, alchemy was apparently even less desirable. He denies any 

chrysopoetic content to the incalescent mercury paper and disputes the 

authenticity of the Anti-Elixir tract, claiming that it “reads more like a parody 

or mild satire upon alchemical treatises than a serious treatment of actual 

experimentation.” (Principe 20)

Despite the methodological shortcomings of Thorndike’s work, it has much to offer 

those wishing to trace the broad affiliation of magic and experiment from antiquity to 

the modern era. Furthermore, once we have adopted the more nuanced view of 

experimentation provided by science studies and the philosophy of science, the rich 

documentary history provided by Thorndike gains a new interest and significance.

It is clear, then, that the combined history of magic and experimental science 

must be read with an understanding of experiment that transgresses the scientific 

boundaries and models instituted by modernity; those that, faced with the otherness of 

seventeenth-century natural philosophy, seem to claim “from this science evolved to 

attain its genuine form.” If we accept that our modern conception of experimental 

science has been altered by Boyle’s public demonstrations -  and more recently by the 

rise of scientific image-making, as set out in Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison’s 

Objectivity -  we must also remember that Boyle did not create this experimentalism 

ex nihilo, nor by “purifying” the scientific method of theoretical decadence. Rather, he 

did so by “profaning” the work of science with the dangerous idea of vacuism and a 

new means of rendering this idea’s effects visible -  and available for scrutiny -  

through an activity that was both a kind of performance and a kind of labour; the
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activity, in short, of the laboratorium. The work of this “repugnant kitchen” (Latour, 

We Have Never Been Modern 21) has been avoided by epistemologists because of this 

profanation: the “concepts” supposed to be constitutive of the history and philosophy 

of science are also meant to stand apart from the human, just as the study of the 

human (anthropology) must not turn its gaze on the hard sciences. The aesthetic of 

this myth is counterintuitive: the concepts in question, rather than being “soft” and 

ethereal, correspond to the “hard” materialism of Hobbes, while the apparent praxis of 

experimental demonstration is “soft” because it involves humans in both its operation 

and its observation, and so entangles judgement, subjectivity, and apperception (as 

well as the correlating humanisms of law, politics, philosophy, and so on). We might 

say that, at base, the magic of experiment lies in this humanism.

The complexity of the case of Boyle suggests that any easy narrative about the

rise of science should be regarded with caution -  but this judgement requires further

contextualization and qualification. Randall Styers, whose book Making Magic offers

many valuable insights into the rhetorical history of the occult, claims that (Cartesian)

mechanical philosophy arrived to crush both sixteenth-century natural magic, which

had been regarded as a “threat to religious orthodoxy” (Styers 163), and popular

radical politics. Following Brian Easlea’s Witch Hunting, Magic and the New

Philosophy, Styers depicts this as an expression of power by “influential social

classes” (153), since “mechanistic cosmology rendered human labor more pliable and

appropriable for the ends of the emerging capitalist class” (154). Styers and Easlea in

this way appear to have sidestepped the complications I have indicated by showing

the era to be nothing but a stage for the playing out of gendered power relations.11

Leaving aside the reduction of “mechanical philosophy” or “mechanistic cosmology”

11 The phrase “(male) ruling elite” occupies a place of honour in both Easlea’s book and Styer’s 
synthesis (Styers 154).
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to Cartesianism, it will prove interesting to consider this view through the optic of a 

review of Easlea’s book by Steven Shapin, co-author of Leviathan and the Air-Pump.

Unfortunately for Styers, whose argument rests on an unironic adoption of 

Easlea’s work (published only one year after Leviathan and the Air-Pump), the 

assessment is devastating. Shapin, having considered the possibility that the book is 

“offered at about a sixth-form level as an introductory survey of early modern science 

and some of its social relations” (291), determines by one reviewer’s claim that ‘“ all 

historians ou g h t... to face the challenge of ‘the Easlea thesis” ” (292) that the book 

must be taken seriously after all. Shapin proceeds:

If, we are told, matter were seen as ‘mere stuff, then man’s ‘appropriation’ of 

nature ‘is not only legitimate, it is the only sensible course of action’. In the 

absence of such crucial legitimations ‘ruling-class men’ would presumably be 

inhibited from the ‘trampling underfoot of other life forms and perhaps a 

majority of people’. These crucial legitimations, in Easlea’s view, are not mere 

rationalizations of action, they are causes of action; Easlea thus places himself 

squarely within an anti-Marxist explanatory tradition. Unfortunately, much 

historical evidence suggests that people are quite capable of killing, torturing, 

and ‘appropriating’ ‘life forms’ to which they happily attribute souls. In other 

places, the historical connexion becomes a psychological one: males have a 

‘universal need to display virility’, but the mechanical philosopher -  ‘as a non

fighting male’ -  would ‘have felt a need for a more visible display’ of virility 

in the face of sexually demanding women and physically superior, non

intellectual men. In any event, the argument from sexual insecurity is glibly 

followed by its apparent inversion: the attribution of ‘the acceptance of the 

mechanical and experimental philosophies to a common fundamental source:
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an almost overwhelming confidence displayed by male members of ruling 

classes’. Here and there the interpretative stew is enriched by a soupgon of 

functional explanation (e.g., pp. 139, 191) and a dollop of old-fashioned 

Whiggish realism: explanatory tactics are to be determined by the truth-status 

of beliefs (e.g., pp. 34, 142). Finally, Easlea tells us that this is after all a work 

of advocacy: he prefers the cuddly cosmologies of scholastics, magicians, and 

hylozoist sectaries to the ‘bleak’ world-views of the mechanical philosophers 

and their modern progeny, for only upon the former may be built a 

‘sensuously rich, increasingly gentle, and beautiful world’.

The sloppiness is pervasive. Terms which demand exact historical 

definition (‘rational’, ‘atheist’, ‘class’, ‘establishment’) find refuge, whenever 

convenient, within inverted commas. ‘The ruling class’ and its ‘male 

members’ (who, throughout the book, are always ‘rising’) take the place of 

any more finely-textured categories. We hear nothing of the differences 

between, say, clerics and laymen, different varieties of clerics, court and 

country interests, Whigs and Tories; ‘Europe’ is treated as an undifferentiated 

whole. It is all too easy. (292)

It is these easy narratives which are profoundly unsettled by the careful consideration 

of the work of science that is possible using the disciplinary tools of science studies 

and its affiliates. Within this context, experiment is fundamental to understanding 

epistemology -  a reversal of the usual state of affairs, as noted by philosopher of 

science Ian Hacking: “Our grade school teachers may have told us that scientific 

method is experimental method, but histories of science have become histories of 

theory. Experiments, the philosophers say, are of value only when they test theory. 

Experimental work, they imply, has no life of its own” (“Experimentation and
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Scientific Realism” 435). Considering the importance attached by Latour to Shapin 

and Schaffer’s work on Boyle and Hobbes, it is surely regrettable that, according to 

Hacking, “No field in the philosophy of science is more systematically neglected than 

experiment” (“Experimentation and Scientific Realism” 435).

Easlea’s ill-conceived book takes us deeper into the magic-experiment 

problem, however, for the very reasons Shapin observes -  in its “advocacy” it adopts 

a gendered, nostalgic medievalism. The highly dubious aesthetic matrix of witchcraft 

(emblematic of premodern femininity despite witchcraft persecutions being mainly

19early modern ), wonder and sensuality employed by Easlea for polemical effect takes 

us back to one of the core concerns of this thesis -  the role served by premodern 

magic in critical discourse. The superficial anti-modernism of Witch Hunting, Magic 

and the New Philosophy is unsatisfactory on every level, but most of all it represents a 

still more damaging failure to apprehend the difficult and disruptive nature(s) of 

experiment. While the example of Boyle has illustrated a radical innovation in 

experimentalism -  demonstrating Hacking’s point that “Different sciences at different 

times exhibit different relationships between ‘theory’ and ‘experiment’” 

(“Experimentation and Scientific Realism” 435-6), it is now necessary to move to 

consider both medieval precedents for the entanglement of experimentation with 

magic or other disreputable activities, and the role the Middle Ages play in the 

construction of narratives about magic and science more generally.
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4.1.2 -  Who is permitted a rhetoric?

Usefully (but problematically), Michael Hunter provides the context for a 

transition to the discussion of medievalism by emphasizing the effects of the 

Reformation in Boyle’s own time:

Equally striking is another theme that the memorandum illustrates, namely an 

association between magic and Roman Catholicism. In these -  admittedly 

rather folklorish -  stories concerning experiences with spirits, foreigners, and 

especially Catholic priests, recur to a disproportionate extent. The association 

of Catholicism with magic is a familiar theme of Protestant polemic in the 

Reformation period, while Keith Thomas has well-illustrated the nostalgia 

which existed for ‘the Magic of the Medieval Church’ outlawed by the 

spiritual austerity of the Reformation. Here one sees a further dimension of 

such attitudes in a man like Boyle, whose strong anti-Catholicism, inherited 

from his Anglo-Irish background, is seen in his writings from his 

autobiographical Life o f Philaretus onwards: in his travels abroad, he had 

clearly been at once fascinated and repelled by Catholic religious practices 

which he had been taught to see as superstitious. It was as if contact with the 

supernatural seemed tantalizingly legitimate in the Catholic context that a 

Protestant like Boyle had been taught so strenuously to reject. (Hunter 98) 

That almost nothing in this assessment can be taken straightforwardly is unsurprising 

given the discussions of religion and magic (including the work of Thomas) already 

presented in this thesis. However, this should not be viewed as a significant 

disadvantage: these fragmentary medievalisms, whether presented second-hand by 

Hunter or polemically by Easlea (and in both cases with a notable lack of critical



rigour), constitute a hidden (occult?) path into the study of medieval culture; one 

which encourages us to take into account the layers of hermeneutic mediation that too 

often evade attention, remaining wholly transparent.

Just as Thomas seems largely ignorant of the importance of the Counter- 

Reformation (owing partially to the restriction of Religion and the Decline o f Magic’s 

scope to the religious cultures of England), so Hunter conveys this impression in his 

description of the supposed magic of Catholicism. Taken as an account of the 

rhetorical position adopted by English anti-Catholics, there is perhaps some 

justification for this reduction. However, what is missing is an awareness that, among 

continental counter-reformers, “medieval” Catholicism was no longer desired: the 

previous centuries became seen as a context in which dangerous theological 

experimentation was afforded too much licence, and liturgical orthodoxy went 

insufficiently clarified. We may, if we like, follow Richard Kieckhefer in pointing out 

once again the famous terminological anachronism committed by Thomas in his 

formulation “The Magic of the Medieval Church.” We would be right to do so, as 

Thomas is undoubtedly guilty of buying into the charged rhetoric of the Reformers 

(particularly those vocal in England), and before them the Lollards:

Lollard critics referred to Catholic practices as magical, not thereby redefining 

magic but suggesting instead that Catholics were engaged in wicked and even 

diabolical practices (there is certainly no evidence that Lollards or anyone else 

thought of rites as magical simply because they were said to work ex opere 

operato.) ... (Kieckhefer, “The Specific Rationality of Medieval Magic” 815- 

6)

Yet, as has already been discussed, if we can allow the Middle Ages their own 

rhetorics (and, indeed, construct from them a “contextual” method), on what grounds



-  or from what vantage point -  can we then protest when a scholar such as Thomas 

adopts an incommensurable rhetoric which nevertheless has historical purchase in the 

period of his expertise? Accusing Thomas (and, by proxy, Hunter) of insensitivity in 

semantics is a masquerade, since it is not only his terms which are suspect but his 

entire narrative. We cannot challenge this narrative without taking a position on it, 

and its subjects. The question follows: does this lead us into a position of “advocacy,” 

like that of Easlea?

Arguably, the practice of historiography is impossible without this advocacy, 

leaving us in a delicate position when we come to critique seemingly irresponsible 

recoveries of both pseudo-medievalisms (in the case of Easlea) and pseudo

modernisms (in the case of Thomas). While I will address some of these problems 

further in chapter 4.2, their implications clearly extend well beyond this thesis’s 

sphere of reference. In attending to the specific question of the medieval occult’s role 

(if any) in our notions of experimentality, however, we may find our critical terrain 

further altered.

4.1.3 -  The premodern experiment

If there is something “magical” about experiment, even at the height of the 

scientific revolution, we should also consider the experimental character of what is 

conventionally named magic. Karen Jolly distinguishes three main “phases” in the 

development of the medieval occult: conversion, the “twelfth-century renaissance,” 

and the social upheaval of the fourteenth century (The Athlone History o f Witchcraft
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and Magic Volume 3: The Middle Ages 14). While Jolly is cautious of constructing a 

teleology, she does claim that the focus of magic changes over these periods:

The larger pattern evident in these three phases is the increasing prominence 

of magic as a definable phenomenon within the growing tradition of 

rationalism, culminating in the late Middle Ages in the emergence of the 

Renaissance magus. If, then, magic as a construct ‘rises’ during the Middle 

Ages, it does so in the context of scientific development and reaches its peak 

at the brink of the early modern period, in a way similar, and parallel, to the 

heightened discourse over witchcraft and heresy. The concept of magic in the 

Middle Ages is a product of these intellectual and legal developments. (The 

Athlone History o f Witchcraft and Magic Volume 3: The Middle Ages 14)

The implication here seems to be that the late Middle Ages and early modernity saw a 

greater degree of explicitness in the political divide between “low” and “high” magic;

13 •the former (associated in England with “cunning-folk,” for instance ) being 

reclassified as witchcraft and the latter being refined into the learned discipline of the 

magus. There is a degree of truth in this, of course, but the less obviously scientific 

necromancy found in many medieval texts of ritual magic did not disappear with the 

emergence of figures like Agrippa, who was badly disposed to such material (a 

politically advantageous position, of course). Rather, the popularity of such grimoires

-  too complex to be classified alongside folk magic, but considered too base by 

serious theurgists -  seems to have increased in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.

13 See Owen Davies, Popular Magic: Cunning-folk in English History.



But while Jolly’s account does not explore such continuities,14 it nevertheless 

avoids the easy rhetoric of periodization by its insistence that magic’s “rise” is 

proportional to (perhaps even inseparable from?) that of science -  a troubling notion 

for those sympathetic to the Thomas model of progress. Interestingly, this also poses 

problems for the “Yates paradigm”; the once-radical proposition of Dame Frances 

Yates that the early modern scientific revolution had its roots deep in Hermetic 

learning. This view has been partially accepted by contemporary historians of the 

occult (though it has had reduced traction with historians of science), and despite the 

many qualifications that must now be attached to the idea, it is true to say that Yates’s 

polemical re-evaluation of the esoteric tradition has done much to reinvigorate the 

field since the publication of Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition in 1964,

The Art o f  Memory in 1966, and The Rosicrucian Enlightenment in 1972.

Yates’s argument is both too broad and too narrow. It makes sweeping claims 

for the cultural and scientific import of the occult in the seventeenth century, yet 

localizes the source of this power primarily to the discourses of Hermeticism. If we 

pursue the suggestion of Jolly, however, we come to a more complex conclusion: 

science as it was constituted in the age of Newton and Boyle (both alchemists) did not 

emerge from any tradition fully-formed, but was rather the result of piecemeal 

innovation in disparate fields, all moving at different paces: an accident of multiple 

histories. One of these intellectual filaments is certainly premodern magic.

Returning to one of our key texts of medieval demonic magic, the Munich 

necromancer’s manual, we find that the most common word for a magical act in the

14 In a broader sense Jolly does, however, discern “two main attitudes towards the medieval past that 
have an impact on the study of magic, one emphasizing continuity with the Middle Ages by identifying 
modern roots in the period, the other emphasizing discontinuity with the past by highlighting the 
otherness o f the Middle Ages” (The Athlone History o f  Witchcraft and Magic Volume 3: The Middle 
Ages 11).
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Latin text of Clm 849 is experimentum. Kieckhefer finds this -  and the apparently 

interchangeable term experientia -  typical of necromantic miscellanies, and associates 

the term with “a concrete and experienced application of ritual for magical effect”

(Forbidden Rites 23). This is contrasted with the “integrally composed treatise”: 

whereas a “treatise on conjuration, such as the Thesaurus Necromantiae ascribed to 

Roger Bacon, may explain systematically how conjuring spirits works, and how 

different spirits are related to different astronomical bodies ... a necromantic 

miscellany is more likely to lay out a single ‘experiment’ ... with all of the required 

preparations and conjurations, step by step” (23). This is not a simple theory-practice 

distinction, but a much more specific one between different styles of expertise and 

scientia -  it is, in this sense, a scientific concern. The validity of experimental or 

experiential acts is one aspect of science which is at stake in the scholastic philosophy 

of, for example, Thomas Aquinas:

The serious problem with Aquinas’ theory is that it leaves quite unclear what 

is the role of experience and experiment in science. True, ‘scientia’ is broad 

enough to include mathematics and metaphysics; but it is clear from Aquinas’ 

examples that his account [of scientia] is meant to cover disciplines such as 

astronomy and medicine. Scientia, he tells us, concerns universal and 

necessary truths: but how can the fluctuating world we encounter in sense- 

experience provide any such truths? How can it be that -  as Aquinas himself 

says -  human beings depend on the senses for the acquisition of sciential 

(Kenny 169-70)

In the final analysis, Aquinas neither acclaims nor rejects experimental methods; nor 

does he associate this problem with scepticism as we understand it:
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Aquinas shows very little interest in epistemology as thus understood. He 

accepts the general reliability of our senses, regards the nature of material 

objects as the proper object of the human intellect as we know it ... In the 

intellectual climate of his time there was not a clear distinction to be drawn 

between psychology and epistemology ... (Kenny 170)

This is important, because those who advocate early modernity as the birthplace of 

mechanical expertise frequently take the scholastics as the spokespersons for their 

age, and this reductionism combined with a misrepresentation of scholasticism itself 

(stripped of ambiguities such as those noted by Kenny above) makes for a misleading 

account of intellectual life in the high to late Middle Ages -  one governed by the 

Aristotelian pursuit of knowledge within the domain of pure thought:

Although Lynn White, Jean Gimpel, Lewis Mumford, William Eamon,

Elspeth Whitnery, and others argue that the Middle Ages provided the 

foundation for the modern work ethic and faith in technological progress, the 

contemplative life was still valued more highly than the active life, and the 

mechanical arts were tainted by their association with manual labour and 

concern with worldly ends. The Aristotelian core of Scholasticism accentuated 

the division between the liberal and mechanical arts by valuing mental work 

more than manual. During the Middle Ages, a distinction was drawn between 

wondrous nature and her pale imitator, art, a distinction which further 

contributed to a negative attitude to manual labor. (Force and Popkin 23)

In this instance, the authors of Newton and Religion: Context, Nature, and Influence 

link the supposed medieval disdain for practical science with the Augustinian 

condemnation of the vice of curiosity, which they view as running “like a leitmotif 

through the medieval period” (23-4). While Force and Popkin rightly link this element
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of concupiscence with magic -  “curiosity was the source of heresy and the black arts” 

(24) -  they appear to condemn the medieval period as being entirely bound by the 

Augustinian injunction, claiming that “[t]he Middle Ages was not fertile ground for 

the optimistic evaluation of human potential so forcefully presented in the writings of 

the Renaissance Neoplatonists and their followers” (25). This movement in all its 

“optimism” appears to have a revelatory quality, arriving fully-formed in history 

without cause or competition. Even the Faust myth -  long considered the classic 

articulation of early modern fears over the figure of the magician or transgressive 

scholar -  is consigned to the mentality of the Middle Ages, where it “fits in splendidly 

with the medieval Church’s condemnation of curiosity” (24). It is unclear, given the 

narrative presented by Force and Popkin, what “fertile ground” might have been 

afforded to Giordano Bruno in 1600 by the Venetian Inquisition and the authorities in 

Rome.

Rapidly, these strong (and ahistorical) assertions begin to disintegrate. First, 

we are informed that there is “one medieval source” for the glory of Renaissance 

Neoplatonism: alchemy. The poverty of this claim may still surprise, but the authors 

elaborate that “medieval alchemy and in particular Roger Bacon” did play a role in 

“fostering an optimistic view of human potential” (25). While making the person of 

Bacon a subset of “medieval alchemy” is perplexing enough, the metonymic 

relationship invoked here is made still more problematic by his status as a polymath 

of considerable standing.15 The authors retreat still further by entertaining Stephen

15 W hile Michael Hunter reproduces the cliches of the “Magic of the Medieval Church," he nonetheless 
offers a rather more measured assessment of the early modem debt to medieval natural philosophy than 
do Force and Popkin:

Up to a point it could be claimed that magic was predominantly 'natural' and was therefore a 
perfect legitimate area of enquiry, indeed forming an integral part o f the subject matter of 
natural philosophy. This was a view which went back to Roger Bacon and others in the 
Middle Ages. But even then it had not met the approval of all, particularly of churchmen who 
were aware of the tradition of demonic magic which co-existed with natural magic, and in the 
sixteenth century the confusion of the two was assisted by the revival of Hermetic and other



Clucas’s notion that “a positive attitude towards technology and the mechanical arts -  

what he describes as the “will to operate” -  can be found in the thirteenth century and 

earlier in the ars notoria” (25). The confused view of the limited scope of medieval 

mechanics and experimentation presented in Force and Popkin’s book is compounded 

by a historiographically irresponsible preference for constructing an image of the 

Middle Ages from the discourses of traditional authorities while constructing an 

image of the early Renaissance from the discourses of its (sometimes persecuted) 

intellectual radicals. Nevertheless, this account foregrounds several issues important 

to the present discussion.

In the arguments represented above, we may observe the return of the theme 

of this thesis’s chapter “Demonological Aesthetics” -  the relationship between the 

occult and sense-experience. Force and Popkin extend the notion to mechanics: “The 

pejorative view of the mechanical arts was enshrined in the etymology deriving the 

term from the Greek word for adultery (moicheia) on the grounds that the mechanical 

arts trick and deceive” (23). Yet, once again, only conventional wisdom is given 

voice. Ritual magic was immeasurably more suspect than any mechanical art, but its 

practitioners accepted the need for angelic or demonic mediation as a wager on truth, 

not as an inevitable entry into dissimulation. The practice of magical experiments is 

the enactment of a repudiation of Augustinian doubt (which was, it should be 

remembered, Neoplatonic in its basis). Similarly, the mechanical arts and sciences 

operated on the basis of a humanistic realism, not in any codified principle but in the 

very expertise which was brought to bear on (and permitted by) an apparatus.

forms of magic, in which the natural and the supernatural were inextricably linked, with many 
practitioners aspiring to a kind of magical super-religion combining magic, philosophy and 
religion. (101)



While the idea of experiment as a public demonstration circumventing the formulation 

of proof by induction was undoubtedly a seventeenth-century development, 

experimentalism in the sense of scientia arising from experience can be found in 

medieval magic, alchemy, and mechanics. This was not founded on an “illustrative” 

conception of the experimental act -  “we may exemplify what we already know in the 

production of this artifice” -  but on a demonstrative or efficacious one: “using our 

expertise, we will attempt to produce an effect by artifice, which will then embody 

our knowledge.” The shared space of scientia between magic, alchemy and mechanics 

is thus very different in character from that presumed by Force and Popkin.

This shared space did, however, allow for two related responses to magic in 

the Middle Ages: firstly, the playful means by which practitioners of the mechanical 

arts presented their artifices as objects of admiratio (Bynum 3), and secondly the 

popular response (ranging from awe to suspicion) to those thought to be involved with 

the construction of such wonders. The causal connection between these two responses 

is much more complex than it might first appear: consider the belief that Bacon had 

constructed an animated bronze head capable of answering his questions; a 

mechanical and necromantic feat also occasionally ascribed to Pope Sylvester II and 

Albertus Magnus.16 Tracing this connection a little further, we find a wealth of 

continental material demonstrating a tradition of techno-theatrical innovation, which 

was itself inextricably bound up with magic:

The equation of magic with science and engineering was common during the 

Middle Ages. Pope Sylvester II and the poet Vergil were also thought to have 

constructed fantastic mechanical devices, including talking heads. Their 

interest in engineering fostered their reputations as magicians. Similar devices

16 See Victoria Nelson, The Secret Life o f  Puppets 49.
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were actually built by medieval engineers. The technology for such automata 

originated in antiquity. Philo of Byzantium and Hero of Alexandria had 

written treatises on mechanical devices. Their technology was preserved in the 

East, and by the 10th century, reports of fantastic machines had made their way

17to Western Europe. (Maksymiuk 476)

As the Byzantine technology became better understood, these automata embodied a

mode of competition between courts, and engineers gained prestige commensurate

18with their concealment and elision of the devices’ own technological status:

The technology for constructing elaborate automata had been brought from the 

Orient to Western Europe by the 13 th century. These fanciful machines 

naturally attracted the interest of the courts; rulers with sufficient finances 

could have such machines built for their amusement. The constructors 

delighted in the amazement of their audiences and often took pride in having 

their stupendous engineering skills associated with magic. As late as the 15th 

century, engineers like Conrad Kyeser and Giovanni da Fontana devised 

mechanical inventions which they purposely associated with necromancy. 

(Maksymiuk 476)

The relationship between literary romance and real-life mechanical wonders was 

complex, with the literature at once fuelled by courtly admiratio and charged with 

overtaking it, creating a kind of science fiction. High-level theoretical science, too, 

might serve as inspiration: in 1267, Roger Bacon himself published his “techno-

17 For more on V irgil’s place in these legends, see J. Douglas Bruce, “Human Automata in Classical 
Tradition and Mediaeval Romance.” Bruce draws on the distinguished work of Domenico Comparetti 
in this area, as does Steve M oore in his Strange Attractor essay “Virgil the Necromancer in M edieval 
Legend,” which highlights the attribution of “an automatic prostitute to service the gentlemen of 
Rome” to the poet, among other wonders (110). The famously “prophetic” fourth Eclogue is one origin 
identified by Moore for the extraordinary inventions and activities credited to Virgil.

18 See also William Eamon, ‘Technology as Magic in the Late Middle Ages and Renaissance.”



utopian” Opus Majus, which “heralded a coming age of flying machines and 

automotive carriages. He foresaw ever-burning lamps, explosive powders, and 

machines for lifting heavy weights. As a pioneer in the study of optics, he imagined 

glasses for concentrating sunlight that would enable men to read small script at a 

distance” (Wertheim 27). Given that some courtly engineers were deliberately casting 

doubt on their devices’ modes of production, it is perhaps unsurprising that the myths 

attached to Pope Sylvester II and Albertus Magnus would migrate to a figure like 

Bacon, who made such open prognostications of technologies to come.

Rather than simply idle myths arising from ignorance and fear, the 

(posthumous) popular suspicions directed at Bacon were in some senses the negative 

elaboration of the very real admiratio elicited by mechanical marvels and automata in 

the Byzantine tradition, spread by word of mouth from the courts of Europe. Bacon’s 

status as an experimenter, his brief imprisonment for holding to a controversial 

doctrine (an astrological interpretation of Christ’s birth; not a belief associated with 

magic as such, but with dubious theology),19 and his position in the mendicant orders,

. . . . 90whose activities were the subject of some anxiety (social and theological), all 

created a ferment for the spread of such rumours. Bacon’s concurrent 

experimentalism and futurism, as well as the courtly appetite for admiratio-inducing 

mechanical marvels, seem finally to vindicate the broader, more popular sense of 

experiment as “novel” . Furthermore, this admiratio of the new, the unprecedented, is 

an inescapably public response to an expert “making something happen.”
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20 It is unclear, however, to what extent anxieties over the role o f the friars might have been responsible 
for accusations against Bacon, since the latter may also have fuelled the former in the period after 
Bacon’s death at the close of the thirteenth century.



It is clear that Boyle’s development of public demonstration against a tradition 

of formal, written proof was not entirely a moment of forward-looking enlightenment 

as conventionally understood, but was also an attempt to vivify the kind of 

demonstrations sought by alchemy and the occult sciences, for whose vindication 

Boyle expressed such an ardent desire.21 The easy distinction we now make between 

magic and science is not a transhistorical state of affairs, but rather is the product of 

the taking of certain aspects of magic and experimental science (“performative” 

demonstration; revelation of the hidden through human agency) into the form of 

science that would -  justifiably, perhaps -  become dominant. It is because of, not in 

spite of, Boyle’s interest in the occult sciences’ dramatic experimental (that is, both 

experiential and novel) form that his science “worked,” because part of its innovation 

lay in its requirement to be seen to work. But what remains of what is left behind? 

Can that which is truly, irredeemably occult ever be said to work?

21 It is apparent, after all, that the work of experimentation does not formally exclude magic, nor does it 
necessarily seek the repudiation of its claims: “Evans-Pritchard made clear... magical rites may be 
performed in conjunction with technical or utilitarian actions, not in place of them.” (Bell 47)
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4.2 -  Does Magic Work?

This Book was dictated to me (on April 8, 9, and 10, 1904 E.V.) by Aiwass, a 

Being whose nature I do not fully understand, but who described Himself as 

‘the minister of Hoor-paar-kraat’ (the Lord of Silence).

The contents of the book prove to strict scientific demonstration that 

He possesses knowledge and power quite beyond anything that has been 

hitherto associated with human faculties.

(Aleister Crowley, The Book o f the Law 69)

Having set out many of the difficulties of enunciating the idea of magic and its 

relation to other forms of cultural practice, it may be clear that “does magic work?” is, 

in fact, precisely the wrong question to ask. Because of the various polemics 

sponsoring its formulation, it invites polemical responses along the following lines:

• “Of course not; no superstitious rite has ever been publicly demonstrated in 

controlled conditions and in accordance with scientific method.”

• “Yes; I practice magical rituals individually and communally, and have 

observed real power as well as aesthetic beauty in them.”

• “Of course; my religion teaches that there are unseen and demonic forces in 

the world, and it is dangerous to meddle with them.”

• “No; the apparent effects of such irrational activity can be explained 

psychologically.”

• “Yes; magic reunites humanity and nature through the recovery of ancient 

wisdom and traditions.”



Beyond this range of relatively clear answers, we have the more evasive 

responses of those working in the humanities and social sciences:

• “All that matters for our purposes is that those who practice it believe it 

works.”

• “We must not judge the ritual activities of other cultures or communities 

solely by the standards of western rationalism.”

• “Magic is concerned with words, and making statements in a ritual context has 

power. So, magic has efficacy through its language.”

• “Magic doesn’t work as such, but its failures pave the way for better models of 

causality.”

• “Magic fulfils essential social functions; otherwise its practitioners would 

have given up on it.”

• “Magic is superstitious, but so are many modern western rituals and customs -  

what’s the difference?”

• “Magic has symbolic value.”

All these positions have a certain purchase or persuasiveness, but none is 

adequate to the question. Unfortunately, this is because the question itself is also 

inadequate. How? To cast light on this, we need to examine each word of the question 

in turn, as though it had been formulated deliberately. This complies with the method 

Heidegger adopts in considering the “question of Being” (24):

Any inquiry, as an inquiry about something, has that which is asked a b o u t.... 

But all inquiry about something is somehow a questioning of something ....

So in addition to what is asked about, an inquiry has that which is interrogated 

.... In investigative questions -  that is, in questions which are specifically 

theoretical -  what is asked about is determined and conceptualized.
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Furthermore, in what is asked about there lies also that which is to be found 

out by the asking . . this is what is really intended: with this the inquiry 

reaches its goal. Inquiry itself is the behaviour of a questioner, and therefore of 

an entity, and as such has its own character of Being. When one makes an 

inquiry one may do so ‘just casually’ or one may formulate the question 

explicitly. The latter case is peculiar in that the inquiry does not become 

transparent to itself until all these constitutive factors of the question become 

transparent. (Being and Time 24-5)

4.2.1 -  “Does” magic work? Surveying the moment of inquiry

The question asks if magic works in the present (at the very least) -  therefore, 

it will be considered in this chapter as a present concern. Implicit in the question’s 

posing is that if magic lacks efficacy now, it was ever thus. Similarly, if magic is 

deemed to work, much of historical “error” is vindicated. Without any additional 

qualification, the question seems to rest on two transhistorical presuppositions: the 

stability of magic and the stability of working. Alternatively, it may suggest that 

whether magic works for us now is the only concern -  that past magics are irrelevant, 

and quite possibly inaccessible. It is a question about present magic and the presence 

of magic, and so we must consider how this temporality affects our responses. What 

does it mean to ask this question now?

At this particular moment of inquiry, the controversy of the developmental 

model (magic-religion-science) of James Frazer and the Cambridge school of 

anthropology has resurfaced -  or rather, it has become clear that science had not won
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the decisive victory it thought it had in the twentieth century. In a manner comparable 

to Francis Fukuyama’s declaration of the “End of History” at the fall of the Berlin 

W all,1 the assumption of the arch-rationalist was that religion could only recede, and 

could never be revisited by serious minds. However, the agonistic confrontation of 

science with religion has been reset: rather than undergoing a process of weakening 

and abstraction, as the model dictates, many religious communities have turned with 

greater vigour to the “fundamental”. In the United States, this has been associated 

with the significant financial power of “megachurches,” the increasing accessibility 

and penetration of religious media (including cable channels, online church services, 

and various social media), the harnessing of political dissatisfaction, and the ongoing 

maintenance of apocalyptic expectation (by no means a new phenomenon in itself) by 

politically-conscious biblical literalists. All these trends have been amplified by the 

increased visibility of radical Islam -  particularly, of course, the attacks of September

11, 2001. Far from being the hallmark of a prior age, religion and the dubious domain 

of “belief’ are unavoidable concerns of the contemporary, and raise fresh anxieties in 

political institutions and the media over multiculturalism, religious freedom, and the 

possibility of a global politics.

Surely the historian of magic, as a scholar safely ensconced in the humanities,

has no stake in these “culture wars”? In truth, academia has become thoroughly

entangled in -  indeed, is partly responsible for -  these quarrels. Significantly, the

point of contact between academia and the culture wars (including disputes over

religion, superstition, rationality, progress, and fundamentalism) is also the point of

contact between the scholar and the popular press. Richard Dawkins, former Simonyi

Professor for the Public understanding of Science at Oxford University, can be

1 See Fukuyama’s initial essay “The End of History,” published in 1989 in The National Interest, and 
his subsequent monograph The End o f  History and the Last Man.
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credited with catalyzing this publishing trend with his bestselling 2006 book The God 

Delusion, though Daniel Dennett’s Breaking the Spell: Religion as a Natural 

Phenomenon appeared in the same year.2 The God Delusion was closely followed in 

2007 by the response of Alister McGrath, former Professor of Historical Theology at 

Oxford (though originally qualified in biophysics), in the form of The Dawkins 

Delusion? Atheist Fundamentalism and the Denial o f  the Divine (co-written with 

Joanna Collicutt McGrath), in addition to many other polemics directed at Dawkins 

from theologians and commentators (all of whom are as careful as McGrath to place 

Dawkins’s book title or name -  or both -  in their own titles).3

It is important to recognize that The God Delusion is not the originator of 

these newly energized debates -  this resurgence has taken time to build. In fact, it is 

possible to read The God Delusion not as a sudden and entirely antagonistic 

provocation to Christians (this is the conventional representation), but as an oblique 

response to none other than Alister McGrath, whose 2004 book Dawkins’ God:

Genes, Memes, and the Beginning o f Life attempts to refute some of Dawkins’s earlier 

work on a combination of scientific and theological grounds.

In addition to his colleagues within evolutionary biology and the sciences 

more generally, Dawkins also has his non-academic supporters: witness journalist

2 The entry of these scientists into the field of religion has been eased by the simultaneous (and 
rhetorically less sophisticated) controversies over other “superstitions” such as homeopathy, crystal 
healing, astrology, psychic readings and so on, in addition to dubious new religious affiliations (often 
softer targets than the mainstream) like neo-paganism. Because homeopathy and its ilk seem to make 
scientific claims (in a way that religion tries increasingly to avoid), these beliefs and practices (easily 
dismissed as errant New Age comforts for those who can afford them) offer the arch-rationalist good 
sparring practice, with a minimum of outcry from the humanities (which are rarely more sympathetic 
than the sciences in this area). The rockier ground of parapsychology, however, will be considered 
later.

3 See for example Andrew P. Wilson, Deluded by Dawkins? A Christian Response to The God 
Delusion; David Robertson, The Dawkins Letters: Challenging Atheist Myths', Keith Ward, Why There 
Almost Certainly Is a God: Doubting Dawkins. Islamic responses have been less prominent to the point 
of near-invisibility, but one such book (self-published, tellingly) addresses both Dawkins and McGrath 
-  Imad Hassan’s highly eccentric Nothing: A View Through the Eyes o f  the Dead: Debating D awkins’ 
and M cG rath’s Delusion.



Christopher Hitchens’s God Is Not Great: How Religion Poisons Everything, in which 

fundamentalist Islam is the primary target (an appropriate metaphor, since Hitchens 

has occasionally aligned himself with American neoconservatives on the issue of 

spreading liberal democracy by military means).

The response of humanities scholars (those, at least, working outside theology) 

to the “God debates” provoked by Dawkins has been, it is fair to say, less popular 

stylistically and commercially. Perhaps this is because academics in these disciplines 

have a less clear message to convey: anthropologists in particular have cause to 

hesitate over the question of religious belief and its political or cultural legitimacy, 

since the Frazerian quasi-evolutionary narrative of triumph over belief is now a 

structuring element of what ethnography must not be. Between Dawkins and 

McGrath, let alone between the former and an evangelical firebrand like the late Jerry 

Falwell, academic humanists tend to see a vast cultural topography, and attempt to 

alter the terms of the debate rather than pledge support for atheism or theism outright.

If one can generalize at all on this issue, it might be said that the humanities 

have tended to take a critical view of Dawkins on both rhetorical and intellectual 

grounds, beginning with Terry Eagleton’s review of The God Delusion (entitled 

“Lunging, Flailing, Mispunching”), which appeared in the London Review o f Books in 

October 2006. In the review, Eagleton claims that Dawkins chooses only easy targets, 

and does not confront the full sophistication of theology:

What, one wonders, are Dawkins’s views on the epistemological differences 

between Aquinas and Duns Scotus? Has he read Eriugena on subjectivity, 

Rahner on grace or Moltmann on hope? Has he even heard of them? Or does 

he imagine like a bumptious young barrister that you can defeat the opposition



while being complacently ignorant of its toughest case? (“Lunging, Flailing, 

Mispunching”)

Subsequently, Eagleton has offered his extended thoughts on the issues raised by 

Dawkins and his respondents in Reason, Faith, and Revolution: Reflections on the 

God Debate, based on the Dwight H. Terry Lectures given at Yale University in April 

2008. Months after the publication of “Lunging, Flailing, Mispunching” came H.

Allen Orr’s New York Review o f Books article “A Mission to Convert.” Orr is a 

biologist by trade, but strikingly his critique of Dawkins is conducted, like Eagleton’s, 

on the basis that Dawkins’s arguments against God demonstrate no understanding of 

theology or history:

The God Delusion ... [is] a book that never squarely faces its opponents. You 

will find no serious examination of Christian or Jewish theology in Dawkins’s 

book (does he know Augustine rejected biblical literalism in the early fifth 

century?), no attempt to follow philosophical debates about the nature of 

religious propositions (are they like ordinary claims about everyday matters?), 

no effort to appreciate the complex history of interaction between the Church 

and science (does he know the Church had an important part in the rise of non- 

Aristotelian science?).... (“A Mission to Convert”)

Far from raising scientific objections to the material presented in The God Delusion, 

Orr impugns Dawkins’s humanistic erudition:

Dawkins has written a book that's distinctly, even defiantly, middlebrow. 

Dawkins’s intellectual universe appears populated by the likes of Douglas 

Adams, the author of The Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy, and Carl Sagan, 

the science popularizer, both of whom he cites repeatedly. This is a different 

group from thinkers like William James and Ludwig Wittgenstein— both of
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whom lived after Darwin, both of whom struggled with the question of belief, 

and both of whom had more to say about religion than Adams and Sagan. (“A 

Mission to Convert”)

The position taken by Eagleton and Orr is important for the role of the humanities in 

this controversy, because it aligns the humanistic disciplines (within which Eagleton 

operates) with theology.4 This move was not inevitable, nor incidental.

This union, however, was not compounded until the retort from Dawkins and 

his allies was issued -  not only to Eagleton and Orr, but to all who felt that theology, 

in all its subtlety and complexity, was being unfairly excluded from the debate. The 

rejoinder took the form of blogger and biologist P.Z. Myers’s satirical “Courtier’s 

Reply,” quoted here in its entirety:

I have considered the impudent accusations of Mr Dawkins with exasperation 

at his lack of serious scholarship. He has apparently not read the detailed 

discourses of Count Roderigo of Seville on the exquisite and exotic leathers of 

the Emperor's boots, nor does he give a moment's consideration to Bellini's 

masterwork, On the Luminescence of the Emperor's Feathered Hat. We have 

entire schools dedicated to writing learned treatises on the beauty of the 

Emperor's raiment, and every major newspaper runs a section dedicated to 

imperial fashion; Dawkins cavalierly dismisses them all. He even laughs at the 

highly popular and most persuasive arguments of his fellow countryman, Lord 

D. T. Mawkscribbler, who famously pointed out that the Emperor would not 

wear common cotton, nor uncomfortable polyester, but must, I say must, wear 

undergarments of the finest silk.

4 See also Charles Taylor, A Secular Age and Karen Armstrong, The Case fo r  God: What Religion 
Really M eans for two other theologically-inclined responses to the God debates.



Dawkins arrogantly ignores all these deep philosophical ponderings to 

crudely accuse the Emperor of nudity.

Personally, I suspect that perhaps the Emperor might not be fully 

clothed -  how else to explain the apparent sloth of the staff at the palace 

laundry -  but, well, everyone else does seem to go on about his clothes, and 

this Dawkins fellow is such a rude upstart who lacks the wit of my elegant 

circumlocutions, that, while unable to deal with the substance of his 

accusations, I should at least chide him for his very bad form.

Until Dawkins has trained in the shops of Paris and Milan, until he has 

learned to tell the difference between a ruffled flounce and a puffy pantaloon, 

we should all pretend he has not spoken out against the Emperor's taste. His 

training in biology may give him the ability to recognize dangling genitalia 

when he sees it, but it has not taught him the proper appreciation of Imaginary 

Fabrics. (“The Courtier’s Reply”)

Myers’s satire of those who accuse Dawkins of theological ignorance was directed at 

Orr in particular, but he expresses satisfaction at “how many of the anti-Dawkins 

arguments can be filed away under [this] category” (“The Courtier’s Reply”). This is 

not a new formulation by Myers; indeed, the same line of reasoning was presented 

more conventionally one month earlier in the letter sent by philosopher A. C.

Grayling to the London Review o f Books in reply to Eagleton’s review:

Terry Eagleton charges Richard Dawkins with failing to read theology in 

formulating his objection to religious belief, and thereby misses the point that 

when one rejects the premises of a set of views, it is a waste of one’s time to 

address what is built on those premises. For example, if one concludes on the 

basis of rational investigation that one’s character and fate are not determined



by the arrangement of the planets, stars and galaxies that can be seen from 

Earth, then one does not waste time comparing classic tropical astrology with 

sidereal astrology, or either with the Sarjatak system, or any of the three with 

any other construction placed on the ancient ignorances of our forefathers 

about the real nature of the heavenly bodies. Religion is exactly the same 

thing: it is the pre-scientific, rudimentary metaphysics of our forefathers, 

which (mainly through the natural gullibility of proselytised children, and 

tragically for the world) survives into the age in which I can send this letter by 

electronic means.

Eagleton’s touching foray into theology shows, if proof were needed, 

that he is no philosopher: God does not have to exist, he informs us, to be the 

‘condition of possibility’ for anything else to exist. There follow several 

paragraphs in the same fanciful and increasingly emetic vein, which indirectly 

explain why he once thought Derrida should have been awarded an honorary 

degree at Cambridge. (“Apparently It’s Emetic”)

The “meta-exchange” between these academics is loaded with disciplinary politics. 

For Grayling, dismissing Eagleton’s critique as a “courtier’s reply” not only redeems 

Dawkins, it provides a means of legitimizing Grayling’s political perspective in the 

academy.

The tradition most commonly identified with Grayling’s work, analytic 

philosophy, stands between the humanities and the study of formal logic, and the 

relationship between Anglo-American analytic philosophers and their more literary 

counterparts in the “continental” tradition has long been fraught. Since modern 

analytic philosophy aspires to a kind of science of truth and language, Grayling’s 

association of Eagleton with pseudo-philosophy -  of the type he considers Derrida to
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represent -  makes a powerful political statement. The division may be drawn as 

follows:

Science (Analytic) philosophy

Rational investigation 

Atheism Grayling Dawkins Rigour 

Modernity Technological progress

Theology (Continental) philosophy

Rudimentary metaphysics 

Religion Eagleton Derrida Fancy

Pre-modernity Pre-science

We are beginning to construct an image of the historical moment of inquiry. To 

proceed, we must contextualize Grayling’s comments on Derrida and the 

controversial honorary degree, which he includes partly in answer to Eagleton’s own 

accusation that “Dawkins on God is rather like those right-wing Cambridge dons who 

filed eagerly into the Senate House some years ago to non-placet Jacques Derrida for 

an honorary degree. Very few of them, one suspects, had read more than a few pages 

of his work, and even that judgment might be excessively charitable” (“Lunging, 

Flailing, Mispunching”). While it is not immediately apparent from Grayling’s letter, 

Derrida did in fact receive his degree honoris causa, but the initial reaction to his 

nomination from a powerful group of scholars (mainly associated with analytic 

philosophy) was not encouraging. In Points...: Interviews, 1974-1994, the 

“Cambridge affair” is covered by the inclusion of Derrida’s essay “Honoris Causa: 

‘This is also extremely funny,” ’ and this is supplemented in an appendix with the 

letter to The Times, dated May 9, 1992, which protested Derrida’s nomination:



From Professor Barry Smith and others

Sir, the University of Cambridge is to ballot on May 16 whether M. 

Jacques Derrida should be allowed to go forward to receive an honorary 

degree. As philosophers and others who have taken a professional interest in 

M. Derrida’s remarkable career over the years, we believe that the following 

might throw some needed light on the public debate that has arisen over this 

issue.

M. Derrida describes himself as a philosopher, and his writings do 

indeed bear some of the marks of writing in that discipline. Their influence, 

however, has been to a striking degree almost entirely in fields outside 

philosophy -  in departments of film studies, for example, or of French and 

English literature. (Points... 419)

Within the academy, then, there is a prior context of militant disciplinarity which has 

now been layered with the culture wars. The identification of Derrida with the “soft” 

literary humanities by Barry Smith (then editor of The Monist), Willard Van Orman 

Quine and other signatories in the Cambridge affair foreshadows the identification of 

Eagleton with Derrida by Grayling. Furthermore, it is Eagleton’s theologizing that 

“indirectly explain[s]” his defence of Derrida’s candidacy (“Apparently It’s Emetic”): 

in this double context, theology becomes “indirectly” identified with traditions of 

continental philosophy, and with the humanities more generally. With this 

established, the humanist’s hand has been forced -  under the scorching sun of science, 

the fragile wonder of theology must be sheltered.

Should we doubt the hostility of the “new atheism” towards theology as an 

academic discipline and not just as a generic component of theism, we need only 

observe Richard Dawkins’s letter to The Independent on October 1, 2007, titled

204



205

(editorially) “Theology Has No Place in a University.” Here, Dawkins notes with 

amusement that Wycliffe Hall at Oxford University has been threatened with the 

revocation of its licence due to an unsatisfactory level of pedagogical integrity. The 

letter affirms Dawkins’s view that theology has no more claim to legitimacy than “the 

study of leprechauns” (“Theology Has No Place in a University”),5 leading us back to 

the question of the humanities. Here Dawkins has become more ambitious. In his 

letter to The Independent just two weeks previously, he simply offered his “stock 

response” to yet another complaint about his lack of engagement with theology: 

“Would you need to read learned volumes on leprechology before disbelieving in 

leprechauns?” (“Do you have to read up on leprechology before disbelieving in 

them?”). Now, however, it is not a question of argumentation or belief, but of the 

right to scholarship -  first “leprechology” becomes functionally redundant to rational 

debate, then it becomes institutionally redundant, and the closure of departments is 

advocated. For many humanities scholars -  the new guardians of theology -  this 

might seem unconscionable. What of folklore studies, which does (at least in 

potential) study leprechauns? In closing theological colleges, are we also dissolving 

disciplinary formations which are of genuine humanistic interest?

Unexpectedly and disarmingly, Dawkins proposes a hypothetical settlement:

all of those working in theological institutions whose research might be

accommodated in conventional humanities disciplines -  “history, linguistics,

literature, ecclesiastical art and music, archaeology, psychology, anthropology,

sociology, iconology, and other worthwhile and important subjects” (“Theology Has

No Place in a University”) -  should be redistributed to suitable “secular” departments.

This seems like a banal solution, but it is Dawkins’s masterstroke in the debate over

5 This rhetoric also appears in Dawkins’s letter to The Independent dated September 17, 2007, in which 
“leprechology” is invoked.



theology: he has called the bluff of those who claim theology’s survival is justified by 

its status as a repository of humanistic learning. Under Dawkins’s imagined regime, 

Alister McGrath would be safe in his domain of “historical theology” . It is the sincere 

practice of theology as a living discipline, predicated (so Dawkins believes) on the 

existence of some form of God, which offends. Was the protectiveness felt by 

humanists for theology misplaced in this light? Suddenly, the problem appears more 

starkly than ever: if the humanities align themselves with the preservation of theology 

as an active faith-based  discipline, do humanists risk adopting a curatorial role, 

collecting discarded learning to display as a living anachronism? Can the humanisms 

of theology be retrieved and reappropriated for use elsewhere, leaving a husk of faith 

devoid, as Dawkins argues, of any valid academic content? Or is the faith of 

theologians and their desire to “federate” simply part of an academic democracy, and 

thus unavoidable?6

To put it another way, does God work? Here the historian of magic will 

recognize the formulation, and its implications. “My discipline is not based on faith -  

Dawkins can have no issue with us,” will be the answer. “We are already well- 

integrated in the humanities, and our methods ensure that the nature of our material 

cannot contaminate us.”

True -  because the study of magic is not finally analogous to theology, but

instead to Dawkins’s redistributed experts, who, mourning the death of God and of

theology, seek shelter in schools of art history, archaeology and the history of

religions. Similarly, scholars of magic -  who traded in their magical apparatus long

ago, when Thorndike and Yates raised the profile and credibility of their field -  must

now tend to their own garden within conventional departments, writing about magic

6 The response to this, of course, might be that the academy is by definition a technocracy rather than a 
democracy.
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in such a fashion that it can never change anything. Like Dawkins’s experts, they 

cannot be contaminated because their material has become inert. Will they become 

dissatisfied with their lot? “Do not trust those who analyze magic,” warns Bruno 

Latour. “They are usually magicians in search of revenge” (The Pasteurization o f 

France 212).

The settlement of the professional study of magic will hold until scholars 

attempt to transgress disciplinary boundaries. Under Dawkins, historical 

leprechologians, or experts in leprechological aesthetics, are welcome to conduct their 

excellent research within their new homes. But since nobody in the academy believes 

in leprechauns, nobody is obliged to read or hear about the idea of them, except other 

leprechaun scholars attending dedicated leprechology conferences. So it is with 

magic: Christopher Lehrich calls for scholars of magic to actively breach their own 

disciplinary limits, since “work on magic is tightly constrained by the conventions of 

the disciplines in which it is locally formulated” (xi). Furthermore, Lehrich voices 

disapproval that “some important potential contributors, notably philosophers, have 

not as yet seen a reason to join the conversation” (xi).

The Occult Mind is preoccupied with both disciplinarity and signification, 

with magic playing a key role in both. As part of his argument that magic is 

constantly exceeding its discursive limits, Lehrich considers Claude Levi-Strauss’s 

use of the concept of maria. He articulates the view that, within the Polynesian 

economy of magic, mana holds the potential for a kind of semiotic transgression, and 

the magical rupture of conventional structures of meaning:

In effect, mana is a signifier with no signified, which functions to defer 

signification and hold it in abeyance. That which has mana is significant but 

not meaningful... mana has a dangerous tendency to expose the limitations of
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a signification system that depends on its own cohesion, on the denial of 

anomie. Thus mana is dangerous and outside system -  hence outside what is 

classifiable (nature and society), hence unnatural and the like. (163)

Having already discussed Lehrich’s assessment of ritual and performance studies, it is 

unsurprising to find further semiotic preoccupations in the book. With the idea of 

magic as operating in a system of signification, and furthermore having made claims 

for its disruptive effect on this system, Lehrich moves towards a moment of 

revelation:

There exists in recent Continental philosophy a concept (although this is the 

wrong term) that on the purely abstract plane gives a good analogical means of 

understanding what I have begun to formulate for magic. This is that most 

famous neographism of Jacques Derrida, “difference.”... Reading Derrida for 

thinking magic is a fascinating, endlessly frustrating task. Magic haunts 

Derridean discourse, from the necromancy of making specters speak to the 

“occult” movements of logocentrism, from Saussure’s exorcism of writing to 

meditations on Hermes and the Egyptian dream of hieroglyphs. (171) 

Derrida’s appearance completes the aesthetic. Magic has been established as outside 

philosophy, and as the catalyst for a crisis of signification. This dangerous potential is 

demonstrated by mana, constituted as a “category of pure differentiation” (164). The 

comparison with Derrida’s “occult” discourse is irresistible -  though as much for 

reasons of institutional politics (unacknowledged by Lehrich) as for methodological 

ones. The resistance to Derrida’s honorary degree by Barry Smith and his colleagues 

was justified on the grounds that Derrida’s work

1. stands outside philosophy and is not acceptable “in the eyes of philosophers”

(Points... 420)
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2. exhibits no “clarity and rigour” (Points... 420), but rather is wholly 

obfuscatory.

If Derrida’s writing is indeed “haunted” by magic, it is perhaps haunted yet more 

obviously by the rhetoric that has been used against magic:

Magic is not accepted as a part of philosophy, but stands with a false claim 

outside it: the mistress of every form of iniquity and malice, lying about the 

truth and truly infecting men’s minds, it seduces them from divine religion, 

prompts them to the cult of demons, fosters corruption of morals, and impels 

the minds of its devotees to every wicked and criminal indulgence. (Hugh of 

St Victor, Didascalicon 154)

If magic is always subject to (and facilitator of) polemic, this rhetorical 

correspondence is perhaps a more persuasive instance of Derrida’s discursive magic 

than any internal feature. In his reflections on the affair in Points..., Derrida seems 

aware that tracing the genealogy of judgements about what is included and excluded 

from philosophy might lead in unexpected directions:

... other historians could quite as legitimately follow other threads, other 

causal chains, the analysis of which would be just as necessary. But in that 

case it would be a question of generalities, of general conditions for what I 

should prefer to call the “Cambridge affair.” If there had been a “Derrida 

affair,” and should its micro-history still deserve the attention of the historian 

of tomorrow, which I doubt, then to approach it one would need to pull on 

some tenuous and rather peculiar threads, to follow their trajectory through the 

chain of “general conditions” which I have just referred to. (Points... 418-9)

It is doubtful if even Derrida would have framed the affair in terms of the medieval 

denunciation of magic -  nevertheless, the affair was charged with historical anxiety
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over the “occult” (obscure; initiatory; philosophically illegitimate) nature of his 

writing.

It is in this context (that is, the context of magic) that we must take Grayling’s 

remarks on the Cambridge affair and Eagleton’s position thereon. The lesson is this: 

to ask if magic works within the context of the contemporary humanities is to ask 

what present disciplinary structures make of disputed knowledge (in which regard 

theology is paradigmatic, and magic is implicit). It is this crisis that has led some of 

those harbouring suspicious about the claims of science, modernity, and rationalism to 

effect a religious or theological “turn” in the humanities. This has manifested in the 

increased profile of several intellectual affiliations, such as “postmodern theology” . 

Often influenced by twentieth-century phenomenology as well as by Derrida himself, 

those who embrace this loose trend contrive either to draw out and elaborate the 

theological subtext of post-Heideggerian continental philosophy, or to import a 

postmodern sensibility into the existing structures of theology. In both cases, the aim 

often appears to be the effecting of a (supposedly) radical escape from modern 

rationalism into a mystificatory realm of discursive immanence. The increased 

explicitness of the theologizing of hermeneutics found in the work of Gianni Vattimo 

and John D. Caputo (collaborators on the volume After the Death o f God) can also be 

considered in this light.7

Simultaneously, those associated with “Radical Orthodoxy” (a movement 

associated most directly with John Milbank) advocate a reengagement with earlier 

theologies (particularly patristic and medieval) in an effort to demonstrate the

7 See Vattimo’s B elief and After Christianity, also The Future o f  Religion, a dialogic collaboration with 
Richard Rorty. Relevant works by Caputo include What Would Jesus Deconstruct? The Good News o f  
Postmodernism fo r  the Church, The Weakness o f  God: A Theology o f  the Event, and The Prayers and 
Tears o f Jacques Derrida: Religion without Religion. In addition, see Caputo and Vattimo’s co
authored volume of essays After the Death o f  God.
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fundamentally radical nature of Christianity; a polemical drive against both 

mainstream church teaching and self-consciously secular forms of radical politics, 

philosophy and literature. Often, however, this reengagement is informed by the work 

of phenomenologists (Jean-Luc Marion, for instance, is a regular touchstone),8 

making Radical Orthodoxy occasionally difficult to detach from the more genera! 

body of postmodern theology.9 Both of these projects are directly or indirectly 

responding to the idea that theology is epistemologically redundant. Because 

rationalists, science warriors and secularists seem to threaten theology’s survival (a 

perception which can only become more intense in light of Dawkins’s recent 

escalation of the debate and its institutional stakes), those representing postmodern 

theology or Radical Orthodoxy attempt to creatively recuperate aspects of theology 

which critique precisely this secularist position.10

8 Derrida, too, is an important source of stimulus (provoking responses both reverent and critical in 
tenor); see Bruce Holsinger’s chapter “Gothic Invention: Liturgy, History, Of Grammatology” in The 
Premodern Condition: Medievalism and the Making o f  Theory. Here Holsinger argues that scholars 
associated with radical Orthodoxy, such as Catherine Pickstock, have underestimated Derrida’s 
theological credentials in their critiques of his supposed secularism.

9 Graham Ward (who has edited the work of Michel de Certeau for The Certeau Reader), has been 
engaged in postmodern theology -  see for example Barth, Derrida and the Language o f  Theology, 
Theology and Contemporary Critical Theory and the edited collection The Postmodern God: A 
Theological Reader -  as well as explicit involvement with the Radical Orthodoxy movement, as co
editor of the eponymous series for Routledge with John Milbank and Catherine Pickstock.

10 The relationship between theology and philosophy has been a difficult one since the waning of 
scholasticism. Even Martin Heidegger, whose philosophy is often considered “theological” in tenor and 
form, expresses in his Introduction to Metaphysics profound concerns about the legitimacy of any 
philosophizing that privileges insights of faith:

W hat is really asked in [the question of being] is, for faith, foolishness.
Philosophy consists in such foolishness. A “Christian philosophy” is a round square 

and a misunderstanding. To be sure, one can thoughtfully question and work through the 
world of Christian experience -  that is, the world of faith. That is then theology. Only ages 
that really no longer believe in the greatness o f theology arrive at the pernicious opinion that, 
through a supposed refurbishment with the help of philosophy, a theology can be gained or 
even replaced, and can be made more palatable to the need of the age. Philosophy, for 
originally Christian faith, is foolishness. Philosophizing means asking: “W hy are there beings 
at all instead of nothing?” Actually asking this means venturing to exhaust, to question 
thoroughly, the inexhaustible wealth of this question, by unveiling what it demands that we 
question. Whenever such a venture occurs, there is philosophy. (8)

One (perhaps uncharitable) reading of Radical Orthodoxy is as precisely the kind of half-baked 
“refurbishment” condemned here by Heidegger. That this movement has chosen phenomenology as



Perhaps, however, this discourse also has aesthetic reasons for combining 

theology with phenomenology (or revealing their inner unity). The form of 

postmodern continental philosophy is undoubtedly profoundly distasteful to both 

Anglo-American analytic philosophy and to science warriors. This is evinced by the 

Cambridge affair, as we have seen, but also by the hoax perpetrated by scientist Alan 

Sokal, who succeeded in having the journal Social Text publish his pastiche of 

antiscientific (as well as pseudoscientific) theory and philosophy entitled 

“Transgressing the Boundaries: Towards a Transformative Hermeneutics of Quantum 

Gravity.” Together with Jean Bricmont, Sokal followed up the hoax with a book- 

length critique entitled Fashionable Nonsense: Postmodern Intellectuals’ Abuse o f 

Science (also published as Intellectual Impostures).n While Sokal and Bricmont are

one of the resources for the refurbishment of theology (framed all the while as a return to its origins) 
would likely be a particular source of distaste for Heidegger.

11 Sokal has produce a more recent reflection on the episode; the 2008 book Beyond the Hoax: Science, 
Philosophy and Culture. An extract from the original article, reproduced in The Sokal Hoax: The Sham 
that Shook the Academy, is presented below, and offers an amusing comparative case with Brian 
Easlea’s Witch Hunting, Magic and the New Philosophy: An Introduction to Debates o f  the Scientific 
Revolution 1450-1750, as discussed in chapter 4.1:

In addition to redefining the content o f science, it is imperative to restructure and redefine the 
institutional loci in which scientific labor takes place — universities, government labs, and 
corporations — and reframe the reward system that pushes scientists to become, often against 
their own better instincts, the hired guns of capitalists and the military. As Aronowitz has 
noted, ‘One third of the 11,000 physics graduate students in the United States are in the single 
subfield of solid state physics, and all of them will be able to get jobs in that subfield.’ By 
contrast, there are few jobs available in either quantum gravity or environmental physics.

But all this is only a first step: the fundamental goal of any emancipatory movement 
must be to demystify and democratize the production of scientific knowledge, to break down 
the artificial barriers that separate ‘scientists’ from ‘the public’. Realistically, this task must 
start with the younger generation, through a profound reform of the educational system. The 
teaching of science and mathematics must be purged of its authoritarian and elitist 
characteristics, and the content of these subjects enriched by incorporating the insights o f the 
feminist, queer, multiculturalist and ecological critiques.

Finally, the content of any science is profoundly constrained by the language within 
which its discourses are formulated; and mainstream W estern physical science has, since 
Galileo, been formulated in the language of mathematics. But whose mathematics? The 
question is a fundamental one, for, as Aronowitz has observed, ‘neither logic nor mathematics 
escapes the ‘contamination’ of the social.’ And as feminist thinkers have repeatedly pointed 
out, in the present culture this contamination is overwhelmingly capitalist, patriarchal and 
militaristic: ‘mathematics is portrayed as a woman whose nature desires to be the conquered 
Other.’ Thus, a liberatory science cannot be complete without a profound revision of the 
canon of mathematics. As yet no such emancipatory mathematics exists, and we can only 
speculate upon its eventual content. W e can see hints of it in the multidimensional and 
nonlinear logic of fuzzy systems theory; but this approach is still heavily marked by its origins
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not concerned with making distinctions between, for example, deconstruction and 

science studies (which, in its Latourian form at least, explicitly sets out to tear down 

postmodernism),12 the “Transgressing the Boundaries” parody nonetheless effectively 

conveys what many scientists feel about postmodern critical theory and philosophy.

More important still for our purposes is the book that inspired Sokal’s stunt: 

Paul R. Gross and Norman Levitt’s Higher Superstition: The Academic Left and Its 

Quarrels with Science.13 It is here that we finally arrive at an explicit statement 

(addressing postmodernism, social constructivism and all other ostensible challenges

in the crisis o f late-capitalist production relations. Catastrophe theory, with its dialectical 
emphases on smoothness/discontinuity and metamorphosis/unfolding, will indubitably play a 
major role in the future mathematics; but much theoretical work remains to be done before 
this approach can become a concrete tool of progressive political praxis. (The Sokal Hoax 24-
5)

12 See also Latour’s response in Le Monde, 18 January 1997, and republished (in English) in The Sokal 
Hoax: The Sham That Shook the Academy. Latour applauds Sokal’s ridiculing of “postmodern 
gibberish” (“Is There Science After the Cold W ar?” 124), but expresses concern that the editors of 
Social Text (which was, in 1996, not peer-reviewed) accepted the article solely due to their intoxication 
with the idea that a practicing scientist had read and embraced postmodern theory:

... the editors o f this journal were at once impressed by Sokal’s smart title, and condescending 
toward him. “Imagine that! A physicist who has read Lacan and who cites Virilio; it must be 
expected that he will say a fair amount of silly things, poor guy!” This was the fatal error. The 
time for condescension, as for inferiority complexes, is over. The disciplines are too 
intermingled, too uncertain for us not to treat one another as equals. (125)

Latour also offers a satirical sketch of the institutional context which might produce a provocation such 
as Sokal’s:

A very small number of theoretical physicists, deprived of their hefty Cold W ar budgets, are 
seeking a new menace, against which they will heroically offer the rampart of their intellect. It 
is no longer the war against the Soviets, but rather the war against the “postmodern” 
intellectuals from abroad.

France, in their eyes, has become another Columbia, a country of dealers who 
produce hard drugs -  Derridium and Lacanium -  which American Academics cannot resist 
any more than crack. Turned away from their healthy and joyous campus life, forgetting even 
to take their daily dose of analytic philosophy (clear as water), they become debilitated in a 
sea o f relativism! (124)

13 Note that Sokal uses a different strategy for dealing with the political affiliations of the intellectuals 
in question. Sokal makes frequent reference to his identification with the Left, and similarly frequent 
substantiations of this claim with reference to his academic employment under the Sandinista regime in 
Nicaragua (The Sokal Hoax 53; 127). Sokal’s political inclinations lead him to describe his Social Text 
intervention as an attempt to save the left from itself, as in his Le Monde article “W hy I Wrote My 
Parody,” republished in The Sokal H oax: “I wrote my parody not to defend science not against the 
barbarian hordes of sociology, but to defend the American academic left against irrational tendencies 
which, though fashionable, are nevertheless suicidal” (127).



to scientific thought) on behalf of the “ambassadors” of modernity and rationalism 

that brings together the political concerns I have highlighted thus far:

We are unkind enough to wish to compare the academic left’s recent attempt 

to advance perspectivist accounts of science to the ‘cargo cults’ that flourished 

on some Pacific islands in the wake of World War II. During the war, a 

number of technologically primitive tribal cultures acquired new neighbours in 

the form of the military bases of the warring powers. What chiefly impressed 

the indigenous peoples were the airstrips where giant machines would 

periodically land to disgorge vast quantities of goods, some of which found 

their way into native hands by barter, as gifts, or simply by being left over 

when the armies departed. After the war, sects grew up around the idea that 

the airplanes, with their loads of precious goods, could be induced to return by 

magical means. In some places, the tribesmen built their own “airplanes,” with 

the idea that ritual might transform them into the real thing. In our view, the 

model of ‘science’ constructed by perspectivist theorists is a lot like the 

wicker-and-mud mock-up of a C-47 built by the cargo cultists. It bears only a 

vague and superficial resemblance to the real thing, and its internal logic is 

laughably different. Still, those who build it hope, with the aid of their 

theoretical magic rituals, to gain control over the real thing. (40-1)

This blunt statement, intended to shock, is a clear demonstration of the political 

import of the question of magic as posed within the humanities. It thematizes links 

between postmodernity, premodernity, social constructivism, magic and a lack o f  

working: the invitation is “let us see what your theories can do compared with our 

technology.” Not only does “perspectivism” have the audacity to challenge the 

productive reality of science, it is not even itself productive! It is the perceived
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circularity, futility and decadence of postmodern criticism -  its ineffectuality14 -  

which leads to its categorization as “superstition”. It is a “delusion” of the same type 

that Dawkins would come to attack in religion, and it is also the redundant theology of 

the dead god of the humanities (that is, humanity). By contrast, science has abandoned 

such trappings: “[i]n its ineluctable dynamic, the science of the turn of the eighteenth 

century could not be contained within the shell of any theological system” (Gross and 

Levitt 17).

But the transgressions of the postmodern academic Left go deeper still. Not 

only, according to Gross and Levitt, is the discourse of these charlatans inefficacious 

and thus superstitious; it attempts -  perhaps in a gesture of self-preservation -  to 

demolish without remainder the standards by which superstition itself might be 

discerned:

[Social constructivism] rigorously applied leaves no ground whatsoever for 

distinguishing reliable knowledge from superstition. Indeed, there are various 

contexts in which that would seem to be exactly the point of the exercise. 

Given the long history of progressive Western thought in which science has 

been linked, by and large, with the efforts of human liberation, it will seem 

surprising if not positively bewildering that this complex of ideas has for the

14 See R.G. Collingwood’s essay “Magic” in The Philosophy o f  Enchantment, which associates this 
utilitarianism with a refusal of emotion; itself a constitutive force of magic in Collingwood’s thought: 

This is actually the way in which our civilization has suppressed magic. After a long and 
hideous experiment in suppressing it by force ... we came to see that burning witches meant 
believing in them .... So we changed our own attitude towards them: replaced persecution by 
ridicule, and gradually developed a whole system of education and social life based on the 
principle that magic was not a crime but a folly, whose success depended on a like folly in its 
victims.

This hard-headed or thick-skinned or rationalistic attitude towards life, which our 
civilization invented in the seventeenth century, worked out in the eighteenth, and applied to 
all aspects of human affairs in the nineteenth, is the dominant factor in modem civilization. 
The best single-word name for it is utilitarianism .... This utilitarianism is more than a 
principle; it is an obsession. Whatever cannot be justified in this way our civilization tends on 
the whole to suppress. In general, it discountenances emotion and the expression of emotion; 
in particular it distrusts art and religion as things not altogether respectable. (206, emphasis 
added)



most part been developed and embraced by self-identified left-wing

intellectuals. (45)

The theologians of humanity have, in this account, turned against the Enlightenment 

tradition from which was born their own liberty. In its place, what do they propose?

As purveyors of superstition and mysticism, their goal is undoubtedly a new Dark 

Age -  a new medievalism -  the pursuit of which requires “employing a similar logic” 

to those used in “defense of theistic views of the universe that place scientific 

materialism in its more accustomed role as the enemy of religion and revealed truth” 

(45-6).

This, the paranoid nightmare of the science warriors, has been self-fulfilling: 

the articulation of the “antimedieval” anxieties of rationalists in philosophy and 

science has been in direct proportion to the emergence of this nightmare as the 

prevailing aesthetic of critical antimodernism. In the same way, perhaps, the myth of 

an ultra-secular modernist doom that has been propagated so effectively by humanists 

has perversely come more and more to resemble the vision of the future set out by 

these same science warriors. In this environment of reciprocal position-taking and 

increasingly naturalized rhetorical constructions of science and the humanities, the 

asking of the question “does magic work?” cannot but induce panic. If the humanities 

must cling to theologized antimodernism in order to retain their pride, humanists must 

resort to some of the hedged answers listed at the outset of this chapter in an attempt 

to preserve some profound core of creative unreason. If the sciences must continue 

their (entirely mythic) conquest of this unreason, and their assault on the academy’s 

“higher superstitions,” then any and all kinds of magic -  and all that which merely 

resembles magic -  represents an irresistible opportunity to debunk, declaim and, like 

the theologians and magicians, to self-style:
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... the moderns clearly have to imagine themselves as different from ordinary 

humanity. In their hands, the uprooted, acculturated, Americanized, 

scientifized, technologized Westerner becomes a Spock-like mutant. Haven’t 

we shed enough tears over the disenchantment of the world? Haven’t we 

frightened ourselves enough with the poor European who is thrust into a cold 

soulless cosmos, wandering on an inert planet in a world devoid of meaning? 

Haven’t we shivered enough before the spectacle of the mechanized 

proletarian who is subject to the absolute domination of a mechanized 

capitalism and a Kafkaesque bureaucracy, abandoned smack in the middle of 

language games, lost in cement and formica? (Latour, We Have Never Been 

Modern 115)

Disputation and exclusion: this is the academic and cultural terrain on which 

we stand to pose our question. The inquiry (being magical) is hazardous, and 

threatens to deform the terrain still further -  that is its potentiality and its risk. With 

the stakes established (and the character of these stakes may well be more profound 

than any putative answer), we now proceed to consider the remainder of the question.

4.2.2 -  Does “magic” work? Testing the subject

We have already assumed that the kind of magic studied in the academy is that 

whose working is in doubt, but this is not self-evident. There are as many magics as 

there are questions about “it”. Quite apart from the problems of defining magic in 

relation to sorcery, necromancy, conjuration and so on, there is a prior confusion.
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Today, most whose business is not the study of magic differentiate unselfconsciously 

between three basic meanings:

1. Illusionism for entertainment

2. The occult

3. Wonder

Of these, only the first two can be practised, and so we must set aside “wonder” for 

the purposes of our inquiry (though admiratio and the “marvellous” have already been 

encountered). We know which of these is meant by our question, of course, but non

specialists will not (why should they?). How many times has the scholar of magic 

mentioned their discipline among the uninitiated only to be asked about top hats and 

magic wands?

It is this dominance in the mind of non-specialists that invites us to ask, as a 

diversion, “do illusions work?” This is instructive, for immediately it becomes clear 

that we have no idea what “working” really means. A good illusionist’s effects cannot 

be said to fail, but it is unclear in what sense they might be said to work. They 

produce the appearance of working, perhaps. But this appearance is only for the 

benefit of the audience -  is the effect, then, a failure for the illusionist? By no means; 

the effect “works” in accordance with a practised method. Everyone leaves knowing 

the effect worked, and yet was also entirely a sham.

The question “does magic work?” is intended as a rationalist gesture; a means 

of demolishing all the historical and cultural freight we have accumulated, leaving 

only cold hard facts. Yet, we cannot even decide if popular illusionism works, let 

alone the magic whose efficacy is really in doubt.

What, then, of that seemingly genuine focus of scholarly attention, the occult? 

While the theorists (or theologians) of the humanities wrestle with questions of
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unreason and modernity, many historians of magic and cognate subjects -  analogous 

once again to Dawkins’s rehabilitated theologians -  appear entirely unconcerned with 

the politics of their object’s efficacy (or, like Ronald Hutton, are careful to leave their 

practitioner’s apparatus at the academy door). This is in stark contrast to the unruly 

intellectual behaviour of Alphonse Louis Constant (Eliphas Levi), whose 

“scholarship” was so entrenched in practice that his 1856 work Dogme et Rituel de la 

Haute Magie (translated in 1910 as Transcendental Magic: Its Doctrine and Ritual by 

esotericist and mystic A.E. Waite) is today dealt with as nothing more than a 

“primary” (and hence merely self-referential) text. In the same way, the work of 

Mircea Eliade on shamanism has become methodologically and politically distant 

from the “mainstream” of the historiography of magic -  though not from some 

proponents of parapsychology, as we will observe. As Lehrich puts it in The Occult 

Mind, “[ajcademic scholars working on magic have often been strikingly anxious to 

situate themselves indisputably within a conventional disciplinary framework, as 

though thereby to ward off the lingering taint of an object of study still thought 

disreputable if not outright mad” (xi).

By asking this question, therefore, we are not operating within the boundaries 

of the historiography of magic: we have already been led to consider the disposition 

of the humanities as a whole. While the historian is not quite sure what magic might 

be at a given moment, the question of efficacy places us in the context of those for 

whom magic is a present reality.

Hence, in his essay “Reconceptualizing Religion, Magic, and Science,” 

sociologist of religion Rodney Stark (having formulated a programmatic set of 

distinctions) protests at the tyranny of history in matters of definition:
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An anonymous reviewer of this paper asked why the field should accept these 

definitions, suggesting that it might be better to embrace definitions on the 

basis of how words have been used rather than to impose arbitrary standards 

about how they ‘ought’ to be used. A survey of past usage is appropriate for 

term papers on the history of social thought, but science, even social science, 

is not served by ancestor worship. No introductory physics book offers 

Aristotle's definition of matter as one of the respectable alternatives. The same 

principle applies in the social scientific study of religion. We are not obliged 

to stick with poorly defined terms, simply because some dead Europeans or 

Harvardians defined them that way. What we must seek are definitions of 

terms that are coherent, mutually exclusive, and theoretically efficient. If I 

have not achieved these goals, then this essay too ought to go into the dustbin 

of intellectual history. (115-6)

Given the paucity of Stark’s definitions15 of magic: “Magic refers to all efforts to 

manipulate supernatural forces to gain rewards (or avoid costs) without reference to a 

God or Gods or to general explanations of existence” (111) and religion: “Religion

15 See Stark’s table expressing these formal distinctions, reproduced below:

Table 2

CONTRASTING RELIGION, MAGIC, AND SCIENCE

Religion Magic Science

Attempts to control nature and events Yes Yes Yes
Offers worldly rewards Yes Yes Yes
Depends on the supernatural Yes Yes No
Invokes a God or Gods Usually No No
Offers general explanations of relevant domains Yes No Yes
Addresses questions of ‘ultimate meaning’ Yes No Perhaps
Can offer ‘otherworldly’ rewards Yes No No
Can sanctify the moral order Yes No No
Subject to empirical falsification No Yes Yes
Scope limited to natural or material reality No No Yes

Source: Stark, “Reconceptualizing Religion, Magic, and Science” 101-20.



consists of explanations of existence based on supernatural assumptions and including 

statements about the nature of the supernatural and about ultimate meaning” (111), his 

invitation may have been made too hastily. To follow the idea of magic’s “working” 

to its limits, however, it is necessary to remain in the company of these 

“contemporaries”.

4.2.3 -  Does magic “work”? The problem of efficacy

The more one considers the question, the more rapidly its inadequacies 

multiply. For it to cohere at all, we must decide what kind of “working” we wish to 

privilege. Those who ask if magic works are not, as a rule, interested in mere 

rhetorical factiveness, nor even neurobiological response: for the sceptics, these are 

mere apologies, and for the true believers they are only partial vindications. Both 

groups wish to ascertain what they already know: if (what they understand as) magic 

is capable of achieving (what they understand to be) the aims it sets itself. The extent 

to which this obtains will, it is tacitly assumed, be measured by empirical means. 

Since the question demands it, we will leave behind our apologies and proceed as 

though the terms of this demand were self-evident.

An extraordinary example of the controversy capable of being stirred up by 

such positions is that of Michael Winkelman’s “Magic: A Theoretical Reassessment,” 

published in Current Anthropology in 1982. While the scholarly content of this paper 

is clearly dubious and is, in the end, of little to no value, it is nevertheless a rare and 

intriguing instance of the publication in a reputable journal of a piece of theoretical 

advocacy for the efficacy of magic. Winkelman -  then a doctoral candidate in
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anthropology and currently lecturer in the School of Human Evolution and Social 

Change at Arizona State University -  made the claim that

[ajnthropological theories about the techniques broadly labeled magic and 

such related practices as sorcery, witchcraft, divination, and curing (which 

utilize magic) are in need of reformulation. Theoretical considerations of these 

phenomena have been distorted by a lack of awareness and/or acceptance of 

the basic assumptions of magical belief. Furthermore, the investigation and 

attempted explanation of magical phenomena have been seriously biased by 

Western cultural assumptions. Anthropologists have traditionally taken the 

position that beliefs about magic are empirically untenable and that there can 

be no such cause-and-effect relations as they imply. Theories of magic have in 

general tended to be rationalistic, psychological, or social-functional accounts 

of magical phenomena. They have rarely accepted these phenomena as 

reported; consequently, they have failed to consider the possibility that some 

magical phenomena have the empirical basis claimed by practitioners. (37)

For these reasons, Winkelman contends that magic must be interpreted in light of 

“experimental parapsychology” (37), which makes use of “the term psi to refer to an 

assumed unitary force underlying the phenomena they study” (37). Winkelman 

proceeds to cite a number of twentieth-century anthropological studies which, he 

claims, record the observation of parapsychological phenomena (clairvoyance, 

precognition, poltergeist activity and others). Furthermore, in Winkelman’s view 

“[o]ther anthropologists may also have observed paranormal events in the field but 

remained silent either because of the fear of censure by their colleagues or because of 

the lack of an appropriate theoretical framework for their discussion” (38). 

Winkelman’s article attempts to offer this framework by arguing that a significant
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proportion of magical activity (and not exclusively of the kind observed by 

ethnographers) has arisen around psi phenomena and their manipulation. Importantly, 

Winkelman does not claim that magic is knowingly engaged in the production of 

these occurrences, but that psi is an unexpressed commonality between many forms of 

activity associated with paranormal effects. While he notes that “the elements of 

magical belief and the principles discovered in parapsychological research have been 

insufficiently explored to suggest exactly which aspects of magical practice involve 

psi” (43), Winkelman tabulates some speculative criteria as follows:

Table 1

Characteristics of Psi-Related and Non-Psi-Related Magic

Psi-Related Magic Non-Psi-Related Magic

Individual performance 
Optional acts
Activity oriented to individual needs 
Powers commanded 
Powers acquired through inspiration, 
ordeal, and personal experience 
All members of society eligible to 
develop power 
Secret and esoteric 
Critical
Randomizing procedures 
Indeterminate outcome 
Emotional

Group performance 
Mandatory acts and taboos 
Activity oriented to group needs 
Powers supplicated
Powers acquired through social rites and
recognition or as a gift
Power inherited or restricted to a
particular social class
Public
Calendrical
Cause-and-effect sequence 
Highly determinate outcome 
Rational

Source: Winkelman, “Magic: A Theoretical Reassessment” 37-66.

Winkelman affirms that the particular rather than generic features of psi-related magic 

are culture-specific, and so do not emerge fully-formed from the nature of psi



phenomena themselves. To justify the thesis of a hidden order beneath this 

(superficial) formal and aesthetic diversity, however, Winkelman determines that 

[t]he integration of magic with traditional mythological elements, social 

processes, and ideology would have been motivated by several factors in 

addition to the contiguity established by the metaphoric/analogic processes. A 

human tendency to integrate all aspects of the social/cultural order with 

common themes has been noted by Bateson, Radcliffe-Brown, Griaule, and 

Levi-Strauss. The presence of cause-and-effect-type sequences involving 

sympathetic magic in cosmological beliefs may be the result of the use of 

models provided by basic experience with associational and psi processes to 

explicate domains of which humans had no knowledge and over which they 

exercised no control. (43)

This model buys substantially into Frazerian and Malinowskian notions of a 

“universal structure of magic,” but supplements their “universal mental constructs and 

processes” (42) with psi, so that “The universal principles of magic, arising out of the 

associational structures of the mind and the psi-related ontological basis of magic, 

provided the analogical model that was extended into the social realm in the 

development of the complex of magical phenomena” (Winkelman 43).

In line with what we have established about the stakes of the question of 

efficacy, this theory has implications for science and scientific method; the main 

currents of which, at the time of the article’s publication, had not (and still have not) 

embraced parapsychology and the concept of psi, much to the dismay of Winkelman. 

And yet, this state of affairs allows for a certain kind of rhetoric towards science, 

since the universal (and therefore inconceivably ancient) inner truth of psi
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problematizes modern science in all its self-assuredness.16 Winkelman exhibits a 

tension between the conviction that although parapsychology is genuinely scientific, it 

nonetheless identifies something entirely other:

The correspondences between parapsychological research findings and 

anthropological reports of magical phenomena reviewed here suggest that 

magic is associated with an order of the universe which, although investigated 

empirically within parapsychology, is outside of the understanding of the 

Western scientific framework. (44)

Though Winkelman maintains that “ [a]s an adjunct to traditional ethnographic 

method, this work should utilize scientific methodology and experimental controls,” 

the lure of revenge against the modern is too powerful for the (“theoretical”) magician 

to resist. The irresistible polemical subtext is assimilated into the narrative of psi’s 

apparent attenuation in the modern era: “If magical practices and beliefs seem largely 

non-psi-related today, it may be because of a decline in the effectiveness of psi-related 

practices as a result of the disruption of the social institutions that once trained 

practitioners to manipulate psi potentials” (44). Winkelman’s magic is a culturally- 

modifiable manifestation of a causal system inaccessible to western science, but one 

which should nevertheless properly be approached by empirical means (how else, 

after all, can Winkelman himself demonstrate his imagined critical innovation but 

within this domain?). To elaborate, it is the deep architecture of psi which cannot be 

scrutinized through the rationalist discourses of modernity; not its surface eruptions. 

The latter are open, in Winkelman’s account, to ethnographic and scientific enquiry,

16 There is, perhaps, a temptation in the kind of discourse engaged in by W inkelman -  that is, 
“research” which attempts to transgress the boundaries of science in the name of something older and 
more pure -  to resort to an implicit, quasi-gendered (and thus inescapably conservative), mythic 
depiction of science as embodying the closed, authoritarian brutality of masculine nomos. By contrast, 
the purer, more deep-rooted force in question (in this case, psi) is often aligned with a kind of primal, 
feminine physis.
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but only insofar as they reveal their status as “psi-related”. Science is invited to prove 

its own historical error, and to atone for its complicity in the dismantling of magic’s 

structures: “The destruction of traditional social systems with the worldwide advance 

of industrial society has destroyed many magical systems, but numerous practices 

survive and require investigation to determine their possible empirical and 

experiential bases” (44).

The scale of the response to “Magic: A Theoretical Reassessment” was 

significant. The editor of Current Anthropology published eighteen responses (and 

one counter-response from Winkelman) together with the article. Of these, eight can 

be considered explicitly negative in their assessment, six are positive, and two express 

a more or less neutral point of view. While many of the responses are dominated by 

bibliographic issues (“Winkelman ignores . . .”), some engage more broadly with the 

article’s place in the social sciences. Ake Hultkrantz professes scepticism over 

magic’s origin in psi, but takes Winkelman’s provocation as a call to arms in a 

discipline with a “deplorable” (48) tendency to avoid paranormal data:

For my own part, I consider it legitimate to work with the hypothesis that 

some so-called magical phenomena may be referred to the operations of psi 

factors. A close follow-up of parapsychological research and incontestable 

personal experiences, some of them in the field (cf. Hultkrantz 1981), have 

convinced me of the possibility that we must reckon with dimensions of reality 

beyond those we usually distinguish. Unfortunately, such a statement is still to 

most colleagues a statement of belief, when in fact it should be understood as 

a perception of what Kuhn has called a new paradigm. Certainly, the 

consequences of such a realization would be most drastic for anthropological 

theory, and I imagine that the conventional mould of anthropological thinking
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would inspire a vigorous defence against what one colleague calls ‘the moral 

authority of obscurantists and mystics.’ (48)

Other respondents are delighted that their own research (often into pharmacopeia and 

altered consciousness) is being vindicated by what they take to be a coherent 

theoretical model. Still others express approval that the efficacy of magical acts (or 

paranormal data more generally) in ethnographic accounts has been taken seriously, 

but reject parapsychology as an inappropriate and unreliable disciplinary perspective 

on the issue.

Other scholars represented in the included material voice a strongly negative 

assessment of Winkelman’s research, to the extent of questioning its seriousness, or 

the journal’s sincerity in publishing it (I.C. Jarvie in Winkelman et al. 48). Barbara 

Lex, whose research has already been mentioned with regard to the neurobiology of 

ritual, is broad and unreserved in her criticism:

I have great concern about the standards of scholarship manifest in this paper. 

Having reviewed carefully the guidelines for articles to be published in 

Current Anthropology, I am moved to state that in my estimation this article 

does not even begin to approach the standard of "highest scholarly calibre" as 

I believe it is understood among scientists and anthropologists. It might be 

best to ignore this work, for dignity is conferred by any thoughtful reply. Yet, 

to ignore it confers tacit approval. The dilemma is apparent. (49)

Lex argues that one of Winkelman’s own early caveats also serves as her own 

fundamental objection to his paper. The warning in question (in Winkelman’s words) 

is that “[t]he problem with many ethnographic reports of such events ... is that 

anthropologists have failed to make clear whether these reports are their informants’
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own observations or beliefs, their own observations, scientifically established 

occurrences, or ad hoc rationalizations” (Winkelman et al. 37).

Philip Singer and Kate Ware Ankenbrandt offer a six-page technical review 

(under special licence from the editor), disputing both the reliability of Winkelman’s 

sources and the rigour of his documentation thereof. Agehananda Bharati (seasoned 

anthropologist Leopold Fischer writing under his Hindu monastic name) is in 

agreement with Lex on the paper’s flimsy foundation, but expresses his critique still 

more broadly:

Winkelman's valiant efforts are vitiated by what I will call the mise en scene -  

the desire that magical acts, empirical bases of magical acts, etc., should be 

true. Whatever erudition Winkelman and, prototypically, Mircea Eliade 

possess tends to become ancillary to that wish. Many anthropologists working 

with the religious and magical sphere have, Winkelman's claim 

notwithstanding, accepted magical phenomena ‘as reported’; what they deny is 

the causal concatenation the practitioners and their clientele believe to be at 

the base of these acts. (Bharati in Winkelman et al. 45)

The lesson of Winkelman’s perplexing article is unexpected: to pose the question 

“does magic work?” is not only to take for granted the practical solidity of “magic” 

and “working,” but is also to presume the pre-formulation of a theory of magic, of the 

kind which in turn presumes a hidden and persistent “ontological base” (Bharati in 

Winkelman et al. 45) on which divergent cultural and mythic superstructures may be 

built. This, then, is not the same as defining magic in the manner proposed by Rodney 

Stark: in the latter’s view, we must create a definition of magic (and religion, and 

science) by establishing a category, giving this category form through the institution 

of criteria, and then deploying these like a filtration apparatus, observing the
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phenomena that accumulate. The results will be the magic for our own time, and we 

will no longer remain in thrall to the capricious “dead Europeans” (Stark 116): we 

will have engineered a terminological Year Zero scenario. The problem, of course, is 

that translation now becomes impossible: everyone in the social sciences (in this 

example) must conform to Stark’s definitions at all times or be excluded from the 

conversation. Eventually, one imagines, Stark will end up conversing only with 

himself.

The construction of a theory of magic (in the manner of Winkelman) and the 

institution of a “Year Zero” definition of magic (like Stark’s), despite both being 

compatible with the operation of empirical research, are in direct opposition. One 

searches (pseudo-theoretically) for an obscure base, while one proceeds (pseudo- 

pragmatically) to create conventions by which surface phenomena might be arranged 

(for today, at least). Here we have at last reached the problem: the question “does 

magic work?” innocently presumes these two efforts to be compatible in the asking o f 

a single question. They are not, and so the question is a compound puzzle. It is likely 

that any answer that attempts to satisfy both impulses (for both have a claim to 

authenticity) will be necessarily incoherent. It is at this impasse that we must abandon 

the question, since it can take us no further without additional commitments.

Let us notice, however, that -  even in the sphere of empiricism -  the 

theoretical approach to the question shows, in the current climate of the humanities, 

some of the antimodern temperament of its distant rhetorical kin. Likewise, it is not 

by accident that the brute analytic force exerted by Stark, with its absolute (and 

absolutist) rejection of historicity, retains something of the (mythically) modern.17

17 This is confirmed by the strident political position taken by Stark in his other works, such as The 
Victory o f  Reason: How Christianity Led to Freedom, Capitalism, and Western Success and For the 
Glory o f  God: How Monotheism Led to Reformations, Science, Witch-Hunts, and the End o f Slavery.
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To cut this Gordian knot, we must be prepared to be more theoretical (that is, 

more speculative) in our search for definitions, and more pragmatic (that is, more 

useful; less decadent) in our theorizing. Whatever we mean by magic in sum, it can 

never be identical with what we mean by magic in a given context: this is why we 

require theory as well as translation. As we have seen, theory in the humanities has 

been deemed “acosmic” by some, and ineffectual. But the studied object of magic, 

having demanded so much, finally offers a gift: the fetish.

Just as there is something theoretically dense about magic (at least, we cannot 

help ourselves from theorizing about it), so there is something “magical” about 

theory’s relation to the world, where “magic” is precisely the cumulative (and 

provisional) object of study that has been constituted over the course of this thesis. In 

Ethnographic Sorcery, Harry G. West relates his fieldwork among the Muedans of 

Mozambique, during which it became clear to West that his own ethnographic 

methodology was competing with native interpretations of “spirit lions”. Rather than 

give up on access to apparently incommensurable life-worlds, West determined to 

foreground his own scholarly practice18 and to allow it to become a kind of analogue 

of the sorcery he encountered, just as the Muedans themselves understood his 

fieldwork through the rhetoric of sorcery and vision:

Whereas postmodern critics might suggest that my interpretative vision of the 

Muedan life-world has ‘silenced’ Muedans themselves, I dare say the 

Muedans with whom I worked expected me -  like anyone else -  to speak 

assertively and authoritatively, articulating as convincingly as I was able my 

vision of the world we shared. Muedans, it seemed to me, knew well what
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some critics of anthropology have been unable to grasp, namely, that any 

engagement with the world requires both the formulation of a vision (or 

‘interpretation’) and attempts to persuade one’s fellows to conform to that 

vision (or to accept that interpretation) -  even as that vision (or interpretation) 

is subjected to perpetual contestation and constant transformation. (Those who 

do not articulate authoritative visions of the world are relegated, as Muedans 

often said, to sit at home and pick fleas from their feet.) ... any Muedans who 

‘recognized’ the power inherent in the ethnographer’s transcendent vision 

implicitly asserted that they had managed to fix the anthropological seer in 

their own sights and, thus, to transcend his view. (84)

The reciprocal sorcery at work here is complicated when we consider Sister Rosa 

Carla, the Italian nun working at the Nang’ololo mission. For Sister Rosa Carla, the 

Muedan sorcerers are obstructions to her medical projects:

‘Thesefeiticeiros ... that they summon ... they are the same ones to whom my 

patients go for cures to infections and venereal diseases and malaria.... I treat 

people at my clinic in the morning, and they die at night in the feiticeiro’s 

house because they believe he can cure them. These feiticeiros do the most 

outrageous things. They poison people with their superstition.’ (21)

The Portuguese word used by Sister Rosa Carla, feiticeiros, is glossed by West simply 

as “sorcerers” (21). However, this belies an interesting etymological relation, for 

feiticeiro is the most immediate source for the derivation of the English fetish. The 

Portuguese verb “to make” is feito, and a feiticeiro is “one who makes”. For Sister 

Rosa Carla, the status of Muedan sorcery as “made” is part of its pernicious
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character.19 Strangely, however, Muedans themselves are happy to make the same 

devaluation when it is rhetorically desirable, as West describes:

If Muedan sorcerers discursively unmade the world in accordance with their 

predatory visions, countersorcerers discursively remade it in accordance with 

their reconstructive visions. To do so, they not only elaborated transcendent 

visions of a word re-made but also articulated these within Muedan society. 

Through their various methods, healers worked to convince their patients that 

their perspectives surpassed those of the attackers whose lethal visions they 

undid. Healers openly demeaned those with whom they did battle, saying to 

their patients things like “This illness that afflicts you is only made up.” 

Healers dealing with sorcery lions similarly highlighted these beasts’ 

inventedness: “This thing is just a made thing.” By affirming to their patients 

that their afflictions -  indeed, their realities -  were discursively produced, 

healers rendered these afflicted realities susceptible to metadiscursive 

transformation. (57)

In this politics of fabrication, the least persuasive piece of sorcery or spirit vision will 

become denigrated as made up. Conversely, Sister Rosa Carla wishes to claim 

hegemony for her treatments -  while patients die in the huts of the fabricators, her 

medicine is unimpeachable in its efficacy. Yet, it is a difficult matter for it to appear 

as powerful as sorcery, which unloads the stigma of its own fabrication through 

rhetoric, persuasion and authority (while the nun’s medicine has no outlet for the 

expression of its own fabricatedness; a quality which must, after all, be in proportion
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to its effectiveness, as was seen in chapter 4.1 in relation to experimentation). What, 

then, makes a fetish so durable?

It is said quite clearly that it has been fabricated, made, invented, devised.

None of its practitioners seems to need the belief in belief to account for its 

efficacy. Everyone is willing to spell out quite frankly how it was made. Does 

the acknowledgment of this fabrication in any way weaken the claim that the 

fetish acts independently? Yes, because it is no longer an irresistible 

ventriloquous phenomenon, an inversion, a reification, an echo, in which the 

maker is taken in by what it has just created .... No, because it can no longer 

be seen as a naive belief, as a mere retroprojection of human labor onto an 

object that is nothing in itself. It is not breakable and fragile like a belief 

waiting for the iconoclast’s hammer. It is now sturdier, much more reflexive, 

richly invested within a collective practice, reticulated like blood vessels .... 

Reality, not belief, is entangled in its filaments. If the hammer’s blows 

threaten it with destruction, they will bounce back from this yielding yet 

resilient network. (Latour, Pandora’s Hope 273)

Magic and fetishism seem to thematize the radical constructivism propounded by 

Latour.20 And since “ ‘[f]acts are fabricated,’ as Gaston Bachelard would say” (Latour,

20 See also Marcel M auss’s observations on the links between ritual, magic (based on his ethnographic 
experience) and craftsmanship, which provide an interesting analogue to the admiratio-inducing 
mechanical marvels of the Middle Ages:

“Ritual ac ts... are essentially thought to be able to produce much more than a contract: rites 
are eminently effective; they are creative; they do things. It is through these qualities that 
magical ritual is recognizable as such... However, human skill can also be creative and the 
actions of craftsmen are known to be effective. From this point of view the greater part of the 
human race has always had difficulty in distinguishing techniques from rites. Moreover, there 
is probably not a single activity which artists and craftsmen perform which is not also believed 
to be within the capacity of the magician. It is because their ends are similar that they are 
found in association and constantly join forces.” (Mauss 23-4)

In Magick in Theory and Practice, Aleister Crowley presents his “definition” of magick in terms 
designed to provoke by their avoidance of the ascription of external, suprasensible agency:

MAGICK is the Science and Art of causing Change to occur in conformity with Will. 
(Illustration: it is my Will to inform the World of certain facts within my knowledge. I 
therefore take ‘magical weapons,’ pen, ink, and paper; I write ‘incantations’ -  these sentences
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We Have Never Been Modern 18), this constructivism is not only ethnographic but 

methodological in nature. The Portuguese/ei/o can be traced back to the Latin factum, 

enshrining Bachelard’s claim in etymology. Latour reconnects us with feiticheiros, 

too, by his coinage of “factish” (Pandora’s Hope 274-8) to emphasize the “made” 

quality of facts in his metaphysics. It has long been held that “the critical mind is one 

that shows the hands of humans at work everywhere so as to slaughter the sanctity of 

religion, the belief in fetishes, the worship of transcendent, heaven-sent icons, the 

strength of ideologies. The more the human hand can be seen as having worked on an 

image, the weaker is the image’s claim to offer truth” (Latour, “What Is Iconoclash?” 

7). But this is only true according to the myth of the acheiropoieta: that which is 

made without hands.21 Both science and religion are desirous of the state of the 

acheiropoietic icon, but the fetish subverts the aesthetic: “fetishes have to be made. 

Human hands cannot stop toiling, producing images, pictures, inscriptions of all sorts, 

to still generate, welcome, and collect objectivity, beauty, and divinities, exactly as in 

the -  now forbidden -  repressed, obliterated old days” (Latour, “What is Iconoclash?” 

23). The acceptance of this cheiropoiesis is the recognition of a new angelic 

collective, with hands, not wings, simultaneously concealing (making occult) and 

revealing (making) the face of God.

-  in the ‘magical language’ i.e. that which is understood by the people I wish to instruct; I call 
forth ‘spirits,’ such as printers, publishers, booksellers, and so forth, and constrain them to 
convey my message to those people. The composition and distribution of this book is thus an 
act o f MAGICK by which I cause Changes to take place in conformity of my Will.) (qtd. in 
Lehrich, The Occult Mind 158)

21 Latour elaborates on the notion of the acheiropoietic:
As is well known from art historians and theologians, many sacred icons that have been 
celebrated and worshipped are called acheiropoiete\ that is, not made by any human hand.... 
Faces of Christ, portraits o f the Virgin, Veronica’s veil; there are many instances of these 
icons that have fallen from heaven without any intermediary. To show that a humble human 
painter has made them would be to weaken their force, to sully their origin, to desecrate them. 
Thus, to add the hand  to the pictures is tantamount to spoiling them, criticizing them. The 
same is true of religion in general. If you say it is man-made you nullify the transcendence of 
the divinities, you empty the claims of a salvation from above. (“W hat Is Iconoclash’' 18)



235

Conclusion

I have attempted in this thesis to give some sense of what is rarely written 

about in relation to magic: the consequences of its scholarly enunciation. Doing so has 

required that we follow the elusive idea of the occult into many unfamiliar areas, but 

this has had several significant advantages. The route has permitted us to begin and 

end with our own context, which has made explicit the place of magic in relation to 

the contemporary disciplines of the humanities. In addition, it has invited disciplines 

which are often voiceless in the field of intellectual history to contribute their 

experience and some of their methodological interest. Finally, it has encouraged us to 

resist easy historiographical and cultural distinctions where possible (though many 

have, unavoidably, been perpetuated here), and to be suspicious of simplification. 

Rather than reduce the problems of magic to a manageable field, I have, then, erred on 

the side of complexification. This has been tempered, however, with a willingness to 

make rapid discursive movements into and out of the field of intellectual history.

It is worth extracting a number of themes that have developed over the course 

of the thesis, and which have by no means been exhausted by the treatment given 

here. First, it has become clear that magic (taken cumulatively) occupies a kind of 

“premodernity” by default in much scholarship, even today. I mean by this that it has 

not escaped its evolutionary or developmental context as established by 

Enlightenment teleological narratives as well as those constructed by some early 

anthropologists (whose self-styling as moderns was built into their methodology). The 

legacy of the models of progress codified by James Frazer and the Cambridge School 

is still a powerful one; found not least in Keith Thomas’s Religion and the Decline o f 

Magic. Against this, there has been a distinctive resurgence in the specialist study of



medieval magic, centred in particular around the “Societas Magica” (which includes 

Richard Kieckhefer, Frank Klaassen and Claire Fanger among its officers), and this 

project has generally been conducted with considerable philological rigour. If there 

has been one aspect lacking in the material which has emerged thus far from this 

circle, it is a sense of “connectedness” with contemporary intellectual issues, 

particularly the ethical question of the “writing of history,” to which scholarship on 

magic can contribute a great deal.

This brings us to the second theme: that of the idea of magic and the occult 

providing the means for its own theorization. I have tried wherever possible to allow 

various strands of occult thought and action to merge with my theoretical concerns: it 

is with this doubled discourse in mind that I presented the essays in the second 

division. Here, a more allusive approach was appropriate, and the domains of 

philosophy and theology became increasingly pertinent. In addition, the issue of 

temporality -  which has been a substantial feature of the thesis overall -  received 

further discussion with regard to the “divinatory” or necromantic relationship 

cultivated between the historiographer and the past, and the apocalyptic sense of 

“disclosure” that accompanies some divinatory writings was also thematized.

Another interesting fissure in the history of magic was surveyed in the case of 

demonology. Specifically, I experimented with reading an aesthetics against post- 

Augustinian demonological traditions (which stress the vulnerability of the operator to 

sensory delusion), resulting in the uncovering of an implicit “demonic” or anti- 

Platonic conception of sense and representation that can be considered alongside 

Nietzschean “interested” art. Representation in this framework is treated as a costly 

act (that is, it always carries with it the possibility of dissimulation) inseparable from 

the foundations of poetry and culture as we conceive them.
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A second perspective was offered on the issue of representation and 

mediation; this time angelic rather than demonic. While some problems of 

phenomenological reliability are consistent, there is nevertheless an element of 

theological or cosmological innovation in this area, and theories of the celestial 

hierarchy and angelic bodies are suggestive as ways of thinking about access to 

presence and about communication and epistemology more generally. What the 

pursuit of demonic and angelic mediators share is a risk-laden, counter-sceptical 

model of human knowledge. In this light, the role of the angel in magic appears 

strikingly and counterintuitively humanistic.

The ritual dimension of premodern magic -  often overlooked as a generic 

marker -  was given extended treatment in the third division of the thesis. The 

difficulties of writing about ritual practices that are themselves preserved in writing 

were discussed extensively, and the applicability or otherwise of ritual and 

performance studies was assessed in the context of Christopher Lehrich’s firm 

denunciation of both disciplines. Nevertheless, the practice of magic became the 

dominant theme -  but the capacity for action was extended to nonhumans, in line with 

the anthropological theory of Alfred Gell and the “Actor Network Theory” of Bruno 

Latour, Michel Callon and others. In particular, the magical book was established as a 

potent, and often discursively self-referential, actant in codified ritual. The agency 

exerted by the magical book could, it was argued, also extend to the very constitution 

of the magician as such, and it is interesting to note that this discursive-material node 

was also used to constitute the legal certitude of a necromancer’s status by its mere 

possession. Furthermore, those who dealt routinely with the legal processing of such 

magical texts ascribed their own kind of agency to them, and resorted to material 

destruction to eliminate this capacity for action.
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This theoretical discussion of ritual was supplemented with a more 

historically-oriented account of how “syncretism,” the blending of ostensibly 

exclusive religious phenomena, was often the product of ritual practice in late 

antiquity and the Middle Ages. Focal points for this thematic unit included the 

complex genealogy of the textual authority of Solomon, the Christian engagement 

with Jewish mysticism (including Merkabah or throne-chariot mysticism), and the 

production of (theologically remarkable) textual amulets, both rumoured and 

surviving.

The two essays contained in the thesis’s fourth and final division dealt with 

the controversial role of magic in the development of science and the constitution of 

modernity.22 First, the extent to which magic may be related by scholars to 

experimental science was examined. However, this required a clarification of 

precisely what sort of models of experimentation and science we find ourselves 

importing into intellectual history when we make (or simply interrogate) such an 

association. With some of these issues expressed more critically, I then turned to the 

various ways in which scholars have conceived of the contingencies linking magic 

(premodern or pre-scientific by convention) and later science, continuing with the 

important example of Robert Boyle, who maintained an interest in the occult sciences 

even as he engaged in the debates over plenism and vacuism. The “public” aspect of 

experiment pioneered by Boyle was reflected upon, with the mechanical marvels 

(deliberately presented as part magic and part engineering) of courtly culture and 

romance providing a conceptual precedent for “demonstration” resulting in admiratio.

22 Randall Styers writes:
As these theories of magic unfold, we will see scholars assume a posture of detachment, 
transparency, and cool reason. But we will also find many interests in play -  some petty, 
others malign. Perhaps the most significant subtext that will emerge from these theories is the 
scholarly effort to conjure -  or conjure away -  what it means to be modem. Debates over 
magic provide an extraordinarily rich ground for exploring the nature of modernity, its values, 
and its limits (4).



Where we began with a survey of the study of magic in the twentieth century, 

we have concluded with the significance of magic in our contemporary academic 

context. In returning with a new sense of how magic’s problems have been 

articulated, we have been able to piece together how the rhetorical construction of 

magic (allied with theology and with postmodernism or relativism) fits into the 

present-day culture wars. These wars are over the very constitution of the 

contemporary; they are over what sign we live under. To examine this curious state of 

affairs (or rather, these plural and contested states of affairs), I posed a deliberately 

bad question (“does magic work?”). However crude, however impossible to answer 

this question may be, it is nonetheless a heuristic which immediately begins to set the 

various factions of the culture wars in motion within our critical vision. Initially, the 

recent “God debates,” the culture wars’ most heated public eruptions, were outlined, 

then the extension of this dispute into the fate of academic theology, and subsequently 

the alliances between some theologians and groups of humanists critical of 

rationalism and secularism. Then, the theme of magic’s connection with theory was 

reintroduced through the extraordinarily public “Cambridge affair” (and its polemical 

responses from various academic quarters), which demonstrated the seemingly 

incommensurable worlds of analytic and continental philosophy, as well as the 

“occult” means by which their antinomy is preserved.

Continuing to take the question at face value, I moved on to present the case of 

Michael Winkelman’s attempt to introduce psi-based explanations of magic into the 

social sciences from parapsychology, and the implications of this effort for the 

formulation of general theories about magic. This led to a final treatment of 

“theoretical magic” in the work of Harry G. West, and Bruno Latour’s “factish”- 

driven (and thus, in some sense realist) constructivism, which sees the iconophilic,



fetishist gesture covertly and endlessly repeated (with absolute deniability) in both 

religion and science. Once we have revealed this occult fabrication, we make 

superstition the opening gambit of method.

The path I have charted in these nine essays has no spatial or temporal 

analogue as such, since it tracks the occult, topological movements and interferences 

of magic itself. But what of our pilgrimage, which permitted these shortcuts and 

detours to begin with?

Pilgrimage is what the people do who go to the mountain and is analogous to 

translation -  between home and shrine, between profane and sacred, and, not 

least, between official and unofficial voices. Pilgrimage provides a model of 

explanation-as-translation that we might find congenial too, not one claiming 

universal objectivity clinging to the metaphors of causation transcendent over 

the concrete particular, but instead a mode of activating activity which does 

not erase the image or the event or the object but maintains the ghost of the 

translated within the translation, allowing us to witness the presence within the 

other, the imprint and the play between -  as between official and unofficial 

voices, as between a school history textbook and magical gateways on a 

mountain, as between a totalized ‘people’ and its image reflected in the 

(magic) mirror of historical construction of the Subject. To be a pilgrim is to 

travel tic-wise across this nervy wasteland of facial impulsions, awaiting the 

illumination that occurs with the interruption to the circuit -  a sort of gift, 

where image and body seize. (Taussig, The Magic o f the State 197)
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