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A NOTE ON THE TRANSLATION

This Latin to English translation of the Ars Notoria and its derivative texts is based on Julien Véronèse’s critical edition titled L’Ars notoria au Moyen Age: Introduction et édition critique published by Sismel–Edizioni Del Galluzzo (2007) and his doctoral dissertation, titled L’Ars notoria au Moyen Âge et à l’époque moderne. Étude d’une tradition de magie théurgique (XIIe–XVIIe siècle) (2004). This is a faithful translation of the Latin original, consulting Véronèse’s work and some of the original manuscripts to provide the best reading in English. This English translation follows Véronèse’s section numbering of the Ars Notoria and Opus Operum. New numbering of sections are introduced in the Ars Brevis, the abridged notory art attributed to Thomas of Toledo, and the Ars Paulina.

Translating the Latin texts of the Ars Notoria posed several unique challenges. About 60 percent of English is ultimately derived from Latin. My effort has been to follow the historical line of transmission from Latin to English as faithfully as possible without compromising the meaning of the word. For example, the Latin word spiritus is usually translated as “spirit,” never “soul,” thereby retaining the morphology of the word. As spiritus can also carry the sense of “wind,” or “breath,” sometimes this is translated as “spirited wind” or “spirited breath.” In following the historical line of transmission from Latin to English, the reader will find certain English words in the translation which are now obsolete or have meanings that have changed (examples: deprecation, exaudition, institution). These obsolete English words are kept not just for the sake of diachronic linguistics but for retaining the original and best meaning of the Latin as well. All obsolete English words are explained in the footnotes. This work aims to provide the best reading experience, and this always trumps morphology. At times, the English translation is given with bracketed words, which are my own, to clarify further the meaning of the text.

For the sake of convenience, the masculine English pronouns “he,” “his,” and “him” are used in the text. Historically speaking, it was usually men who received a formal education during the Middle Ages, and thus it is men who would have been the target audience of the Ars Notoria. The Latin is sometimes ambiguous as to the gender of the ritual practitioner, though there are a few rare instances in which it acknowledges that the ritual practitioner could be either male or female.

In studying these texts, the reader will encounter a distinctly medieval perspective of how the mind-body complex operates through the senses. This medieval perspective is respectfully maintained in the English translation. Explanations are provided as footnotes on how the mind-body complex was thought about in medieval philosophy. Similarly, idioms peculiar to the Latin language are usually translated word-for-word to perserve the original meaning; again, footnotes are given to explain their meaning. No modern English idioms are introduced into the text.

The Ars Notoria contains strange words from “Greek, Hebrew, and Chaldean” which modern scholarship denotes as magical calls (voces magicae) or unknownable words (verba ignota). The Ars Notoria says they are prayers addressed to the Holy Trinity and angels, claiming that angelic names are contained therein. These strange prayers are given incipits—abridged shorthand names. These prayer incipits are based on the first few words of the prayer for the sake of clear identification, such as “Helyscemath,” “Rasay Lamac,” and “Hazatam.” The Ars Notoria refers to the prayer incipits by their headwords (capitula). In the case of the first prayer, it is called Helyscemath (Version A, section 7). The Latin word capitulum (pl. capitula) is translated as “headword” (pl. “headwords”) in these instances. Other occurrences of capitula are found in reference to certain sections of text or one of the three chapters of the Flores Aurei; these occurrences dictate that it is to be translated as “section” or “chapter.”

There is a class of prayers called “Special prayers.” This term also appears when describing others which are written within the Ars Notoria’s illustrations, referred to as “particular (speciale).” To avoid confusion, the latter are translated as “particular” or “adorning” prayers because they adorn the figure like an ornament.

The Ars Notoria claims that some of these strange prayers have received a partial Latin translation of their beginning or a summary; these Latin translations are called a “prologue.” For example, the strange prayer Lamehc Ragna has the Latin prologue Memoria irreprehensibilis. In effect, this is a single prayer. As such, this book denotes these prayers and their Latin prologues with a forward slash—for example, Lamehc Ragna / Memoria irreprehensibilis.

There are minor discrepancies in the prayer incipits found between the short (A) and long (B) versions of the Ars Notoria. For example, the prayer incipit of section 16 in Version A has Rasay, Lamac, whereas in Version B, the prayer incipit is Assaylemaht. However, these prayers are essentially equivalent for the purpose of understanding the text. In this particular instance, Assaylemaht may be a late recension of Rasay Lamac. In a few cases, an address to God or Jesus appears to have been added to the beginning of the incipit. For example, the prayer incipit of section 29 in Version A has Ancor Anacor Anilos, whereas in Version B, the prayer incipit is extended to Iesu Dei Filius incomprehensibilis Ancor Anacor Anilos. Again, the prayers are essentially equivalent. These discrepancies are indicated in the footnotes.

Version B contains extended commentary (glosses) on Version A, and the same sections are found in both versions. Where the two versions differ in content for a given section, then that special section is represented in Version B under its own section number, just as Julien Véronèse had already done in his critical edition. Rather than duplicate the wording of Version A, I have indicated where the repeated sections appear. For instance, “[1, 2, Version A]” precedes section 2 Gloss of Version B, and so on. For the most part, the prayers are written verbatim, but sometimes there are small discrepancies. These small discrepancies may have occurred for certain reasons: (1) the writer chose to use different words, (2) my choice or ordering the sentence in the act of providing the best English translation, or (3) Latin transcription errors. Latin transcription errors certainly happened, either by the original scribe, Véronèse, Lundy, or myself. Any errors spotted, I have corrected; these are marked in the footnotes in which I simply write down the correct Latin word. My corrections can be compared against the original manuscripts and Véronèse. Some errors may remain because I did not have access to all the extant manuscripts to verify the accuracy of a given transcription. In any case, if the original scribe made a transcription error, it was probably because he misread the text or his source was already corrupted, not because he decided to add his own flourish or agenda to the original text.

Lastly, the Latin word nota (pl. notae) is a technical term in the Ars Notoria denoting a certain kind of knowledge contained both within a voces magicae prayer and a pictorial figure. In other words, the nota is the hidden knowledge itself, which the operator seeks to acquire; the nota’s symbols, or “containers” as it were, are the prayer and the pictorial figure. The usage of the word nota sometimes leans toward one of its containers—either the prayer or the pictorial figure. The Latin word nota (pl. notae) occurs quite frequently throughout the Ars Notoria, especially in Version A. It was decided that it would be best to simply translate nota as one of its two senses, either “prayer” or “figure,” as dictated by the particular context and circumstance which called for that particular sense. For all other instances in which both senses could be understood, the word nota is left untranslated.

Manuscripts of Ars Notoria’s era were presented without paragraph breaks to maximize the vellum on which they were written. Paragraph divisions have been added to render the text more readable. Headings have also been added for the reader’s navigation. These headings are bracketed to indicate they are mine and not original to the Latin. The present volume uses rubrics throughout, placed according to Véronèse’s critical edition. Any prayers intended to be spoken aloud during the ritual operations have been set in boldface.
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BY MATTHIAS CASTLE


That night God appeared to Solomon and said to him, “Ask what I should give you.” Solomon said to God, “. . . Give me now wisdom and knowledge to go out and come in before this people, for who can rule this great people of yours?”

God answered Solomon, “Because this was in your heart and you have not asked for possessions, wealth, honor, or the life of those who hate you and have not even asked for long life . . . wisdom and knowledge are granted to you.”

2 CHRONICLES 1:7–12, NRSV UPDATED VERSION




THE MYTHICAL AND MATERIAL STORY OF THE ARS NOTORIA

King Solomon valued knowledge and wisdom over riches, honor, and vengence, knowing that if he wanted to govern his people well, he needed the necessary knowledge and wisdom to do so. Certainly, this story fascinated the minds of young boys studying in a Christian monastery or cathedral school during the Middle Ages. They might ask themselves: “What kind of knowledge will help me to achieve my goals in life?” The answer: a liberal arts education. Knowledge is the key to opening new opportunities, bestowing the capacity to lead others, and offers the means by which one can elevate one’s social status.

Unfortunately for most young boys in school during the Middle Ages (for only boys were given a formal education), only the noble and wealthy were privileged to have access to at-home tutors and universities, including the oldest, the University of Bologna, founded in 1088. Moreover, books were often prohibitively expensive to produce and purchase, forcing the student to rely on his own memory of what his teachers had said. So much time was spent in lecture halls and studying all the key texts and their burdensome commentaries that acquiring an education was a challenging ordeal. Even so, gaining knowledge and the skills to debate one’s peers became essential to advance in society’s ranks. If one wanted to climb the societal ladder to a successful life, one had to gain an education—and that was no easy task.

What if there was a way to gain all the knowledge needed to succeed and excel in medieval society? Such an answer arrived in the form of an incredible thirteenth-century manuscript called the Ars Notoria. This mysterious handbook, supposedly passed through the hands of university students, describes the procedures of the notory art—a ritual involving strange prayers and figures that, if performed, would bestow on the dutiful practitioner the wisdom and understanding of King Solomon in a short amount of time. This claim was attractive to students who wanted a fast track to an education and to gain a career advantage. Yet, its contents were questionable, being a mix between Christian orthodoxy and heresy, such that it drew the attention and condemnation of the church and the famous theologian Thomas Aquinas, who branded it as “magic.” Who would dare to risk his own Christian soul to gain knowledge from demons?

Yet, is Aquinas’s accusation true? How much does the Ars Notoria resemble magical practices? Or are they perhaps late antique Hellenistic theurgic practices? Are the devotional prayers and fasts of Christian orthodoxy at the heart of the notory art, or are these practices just a Christian veneer? Who wrote it, and how did this handbook of prayers and figures survive in so many manuscript copies today, following the condemnation of the church?

The notory art contains bizarre prayers addressed to angels for the principal benefit of quickly acquiring all forms of knowledge, both earthly and divine. Supposedly governed by four angels and divinely revealed to King Solomon himself, the notory art also includes magical figures and a set of ritual instructions on how to implement both the prayers and the figures. The instructions entail that the operator lives a rigorously disciplined Christian life of devotion, chastity, fasting, and almsgiving to spiritually purify himself prior to beginning the practice of the notory art. Furthermore, he must be made worthy to receive a dream vision from an angel before even executing the operation proper. Once approved by the angel, he is to execute a complex procedure of ordered prayers to be given over the course of at least two months according to certain astronomical and astrological prescriptions. The operator is to dedicate himself to the inspection of certain figures, which will grant him the desired knowledge. The inspection of these magical figures involves the ancient art of memory so as to better retain the particular field of knowledge that is sought and studied.

Today, the Ars Notoria is considered to be the earliest representative of angelic magic in Europe. The book was expanded upon, taken apart, rewritten, expanded upon, and inspired the creation of several derivative texts. The book’s contents appeared in the highly influential fourteenth-century magical text, the Sworn Book of Honorius, and in the Opus Operum of the German occult writer Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa, thereby entering the literary canon known as the Western esoteric tradition. While the Ars Notoria had only just begun to gain scholarly attention in the twentieth century from Lynn Thorndike, Jean Dupèbe, and Jean-Patrice Boudet, it was the French scholar Julien Véronèse who provided the first critical edition of the Latin text in 2007. The current book provides a complete English translation based on Véronèse’s critical edition along with new original research and extensive commentary to unravel the mysteries that have shrouded the Ars Notoria, thus making it accessible to modern readers today.

THE MYTHICAL STORY OF THE ARS NOTORIA

The Ars Notoria offers a mythical origin story about its composition and how Solomon gained his famed wisdom and understanding; this secret account fills the gap in the biblical narrative of King Solomon, deceiving its readership into believing it has historicity. The story goes that during the night following Solomon’s burnt offerings to God on Mount Gibeon before the First Temple was built (1 Kings 3:1–15; 2 Chronicles 1:1–13), the Ars Notoria relates how the angel Pamphilius revealed to Solomon a corpus of sacred writings that would later become known as “the most ancient Hebrew books,” including such peculiar titles as Eniclyssoe, Gemeliot, and Lengemath. The Ars Notoria further suggests that Solomon compiled the contents of these books, then took extracts from those to write the Liber Florum Caelestis Doctrinae (Book of Flowers of Heavenly Teaching). The Ars Notoria explains:

[Solomon] glorified the Lord in this [book] because he was inspired by the divine will to theology, and by the competence of the will, to suddenly receive certain kinds of prayers transmitted to him during the night of sacrifice to the Lord God [used] for the bestowing of greater things, he conveniently placed them in the corpus of the notory art, because they are holy, worthy, and revering the mysteries.1

The Liber Florum Caelestis Doctrinae (Book of Flowers of Heavenly Teaching) is said to be a book of “a magnitude of qualities” containing strange prayers for acquiring knowledge supposedly composed from a subtle interweaving of the Greek, Hebrew, and Chaldean languages.2 These strange prayers, or voces magicae (literally, “magical calls”) or verba ignota (literally, “unknown words”), supposedly have their own secret grammar and syntax, appearing as incomprehensible words and syllables that sound like indecipherable speech. These prayers are said to list the names of angels who are called upon to help the invoker. It is said that the Liber Florum Caelestis Doctrinae was then passed down to the Greek philosopher Apollonius of Tyana, who provided many of these voces magicae a summary or partial translation into Latin, which he called “prologues.” These prologues present petitions for memory, eloquence, and understanding, arranged according to Christian orthodox beliefs. In addition to these prologues, it is said that Apollonius made extracts from Solomon’s writings, provided additional commentary, and placed these writings within his own edition, titled Flores Aurei (Golden Flowers). Eventually, the Flores Aurei, accruing further additions, became the Ars Notoria.

The later, longer version of the Ars Notoria presents the mythical origin story having occurred after the First Temple was built, saying:

[W]e discover one among others, namely Solomon, whom the Most High chose beforehand, so that he was making a foundation of His own grace, wisdom, and knowledge in him; and thus, he sent to him some golden tablets by his own angel Pamphilius, in which were transcribed certain names of holy angels with prayers in Greek, Chaldean, and Hebrew. And together with those prayers were some figures depicted of a protracted and diverse manner, which the angel himself carried down in the same golden tablets above the altar of the temple that Solomon had built to God. He presented it to him, speaking about what those prayers were signifying and about what those figures were extending. And he was revealing the elements just as to a child, teaching him the method, form, and contents of the operation. But Solomon, having received the angelic command, accepted that golden book with great devotion. He proceeded, following the angelic mandate in that holy work, reading the prayers one by one at their [designated] times, according to the lunar months, never exceeding beyond the mandated form, just as the angel had ministered to him. Thus, by divine grace, having finished the work, he received all knowledge and possessed all wisdom thenceforth.3



Solomon receives the Ars Notoria from the angel Pamphilius. BnF Latin 7153, f. unnumbered, front matter (Version B manuscript).

There is a further mythical origin story for how Solomon received a portion of the text called the Ars Nova (New Art)—ten prayers that can be said on any day at any time and still bestow memory, eloquence, and understanding to the operator. This second divine revelation is said to have occurred after the Temple was built, saying:

[W]hile the great king Solomon was offering an appeasing sacrament upon the golden altar in the sight of the Lord, he saw a book wrapped in a cloth, and ten prayers written in the book, and on each prayer a sign of a golden seal. And he heard in the spirit, “There are things that God has sealed and that he has closed off for a long period of time from the hearts of the unfaithful.” The king did fear lest he was offending the Lord, and he guarded them.4

Elsewhere, we learn that the notory art is governed by four angels whose names are Hagnadam, Merabor, Hamiladei, and Pesiguaguol and who can bestow or take away the gifts of the art. The Ars Notoria provides two grave warnings about misusing the magical ritual known as the notory art. In the first, one of Solomon’s house servants fails to heed the Ars Notoria’s instuctions to ritually purify himself before pronouncing the prayers. For this transgression, he is “made speechless and entirely without memory, blind and mute up to the hour of death. But [he] said in the hour of [his] death that four angels [who govern the notory art] who he had offended in so sacred a mystery by speaking presumptuously, [he] had endured daily the jailers and floggers, one of memory, the second of the tongue, the third of the eyes, the fourth of the ears. . . . For saying it in presumption is a sin, so it should be said just as it was taught.”5

The second warning is given in a portion of the Ars Notoria that reads like a letter to an addressee who had questions about performing the ritual magic of the notory art. This vignette also tells the fate of King Solomon, which aligns appropriately with the biblical account, saying:

And it is to be understood, just as you saw the notae of theology or philosophy and [their own] arts beneath [their own] contents themselves on all those days, by no means should you laugh nor have fun, because one day while King Solomon was inspecting the forms of these same notae, perhaps drunk more than usual with wine, the Lord became angry with him and through his own angel he had spoken to him, saying, “Because you have despised my sacramental mystery, mocking and expressing contempt, I will take away from you a part of the kingdom and I will crush your sons before their own days,” and the angel added, “The Lord prohibits you from entering his temple for eighty days, and God extends the observance to you, in order that you do penitence according to your sin.” And with Solomon weeping and petitioning for mercy from the angel, the angel responded, “Your days are prolonged; however, innumerable iniquities and evils will come over your sons, and they will be snatched by an overcoming iniquity.”6

These vignettes of the mythical origin story of the Ars Notoria offer the reader the ancient authority of King Solomon while also establishing divine approval to carry out the ritual procedures. Many readers might ask, “What mysteries could such a book contain, having been deemed so great that it was divinely revealed to God’s chosen king, and yet so dangerous if misused?”

THE MATERIAL STORY OF THE ARS NOTORIA

Historically speaking, the Ars Notoria is a thirteenth-century medieval Latin handbook of prayers addressed to the Holy Trinity and angels for the purpose of quickly acquiring knowledge through the inspection of the magical figures. These prayers are used in conjunction with the magical figures to allow the operator to learn quickly the seven liberal arts7—grammar, logic, rhetoric, arithmetic, music, geometry, and astronomy—which make up the whole of medieval philosophy. Even the forbidden knowledge of the magical arts can be learned through the notory art. Such a book would have proved most useful to the aspiring student who sought to learn all his studies quickly, masterfully debate his peers with his newly acquired knowledge, and climb the social ladder to a life of honor and success.

The earliest surviving manuscript of the Ars Notoria is dated to around 1225 and is currently held at Yale University, specifically at the Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, belonging to the Mellon collection, and given the call number MS 1. This particular manuscript is identified as the Ars Notoria, sive Flores Aurei (The Notory Art, or the Golden Flowers), attributed to Apollonius of Tyana, and has eighteen parchment folios of text and images, beginning with the Ars Notoria text. It is written in the Gothica Textualis script using red, blue, and green inks for capital letters and brown ink for the regular text. At folio 10v, the thirty-four pictorial figures called notae are introduced, and the regular text column narrows down to the point that the words crowd around the figures. The binding is thought to be modern.

Julien Véronèse is credited with classifying about fifty extant Ars Notoria manuscripts. From a select few examplars, he established his 2007 critical edition of the original Latin text. He identified three main stages in the textual development of the Ars Notoria, which he classified into three categories: Version A, Version A2, and Version B.8 It is essential to understand the key differences among Versions A, A2, and B.

Version A is the oldest and most primitive form of the Ars Notoria. Version A presents three main parts: (1) the Flores Aurei (Golden Flowers) of Pseudo-Apollonius of Tyana; (2) the Christian writer’s letter containing a supplement answering the addressee’s questions about performing the magic of the notory art, the ten prayers belonging to the Ars Nova (New Art), and the little treatise of nine prayers (called the novem termini); and (3) a late addendum of the Special prayers material from the Flores Aurei and its Notae Supplement (abbreviated as NS), which includes the pictorial figures called notae. In effect, the Christian writer’s letter is sandwiched between two parts of the Flores Aurei. The Flores Aurei is fragmented and incomplete as a result of scribal redactions.

Véronèse also identifies a Version A2, which shows the transition period between Version A and Version B. It is marked by the astrological prescriptions (section 147), a penultimate chapter (capitulum penultimum) explaining an operation about drinking rosewater tea and which recapitulates the entire notory art ritual procedure in a memorandum. Version A2 also shows the influence of the second-oldest derivative text, Opus Operum. Opus Operum perhaps acted as a mediatory between Version A and A2. The transition period between Version A to B begins around the middle to late thirteenth century.

In the fourteenth century, Version B arrives and may be thought of as the expanded edition of Version A. It contains all the same material as found in Version A and offers a series of lengthy glosses attempting to answer questions about the notory art, given what was already missing in Version A. During the Middle Ages, it was a common practice among scholars to provide extensive commentary to the text; in fact, university students were taught to write and comment upon important intellectual and cultural treasures. Version B is also characterized by new variant passages.

The table below explains the key differences between Version A and Version B. Because Version A2 presents such small changes which have already been mentioned, it is not represented in the following table.

DIFFERENCES BETWEEN THE VERSIONS



	
	Version A
	Version B



	Date
	Thirteenth to fourteenth centuries
	Fourteenth to sixteenth centuries



	Text
	Flores Aurei, the Christian writer’s letter containing the supplement, the Ars Nova and the novem termini, and finally, the Notae Supplement
	Everything in Version A plus the glosses and new variant passages that count for about 40 percent of the whole contents. Includes more prayers and figures. Quotes the Opus Operum.



	Figures
	The Notae Supplement contains simple figures.
	The Notae Supplement includes ornate figures, containing mnemonic signs, accompanied by angels bearing crosses. Some figures are omitted or added.



	The Duration of the Greater Ritual Procedure
	Two months (reconstructed) 
	Four months






Top: Version A, folios from Ars notoria, sive Flores aurei, Mellon 1, Yale University, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, c. 1225. Bottom: Version B, folios from Bodley 951, University of Oxford, Bodelian Library.

Véronèse proposes a date and provenance of the Ars Notoria sometime between the second half of the twelfth century to the early thirteenth century in northern Italy; it likely circulated at the University of Bologna, which had a good reputation for educating students in law, rhetoric, and letter writing (ars dictaminis), fields intimately related to the ritual magic of the Ars Notoria. The Christian writer of the fragmented letter, if he was indeed a legislator (lator),9 may have been participating in the Italian resurgence of Justinian the Great’s Corpus Juris Civilis of Roman law and the art of shorthand writing, which previously had been dormant for a long time, going as far back as the sixth century. In chapter IV, “The Art of Memory,” the connection between the legal profession, particularly the notary art, and the magical practice of the Ars Notoria is explored.

The Ars Notoria shows strong influences from the Latin West, referencing Pythagoreanism,10 Neoplatonism,11 classical education, and the literary medieval genre called “speculum literature.”12 Lying underneath this distinctly European mantle is a hidden Arabic and Byzantine Greek character found in the source material referenced in the Ars Notoria. The Arabs are responsible for the transmission of ancient Greek philosophy and medieval Byzantine thought to the Latin West, and this very transmission occurred through the Syriac and Greek languages. Such source material was probably made available by the Arabs through Arabic-to-Latin or Greek-to-Latin translation.

Specifically, these sources include the divinatory arts of chiromancy, geomancy, genethlialogy, onomancy, and perhaps even the positive portrayal of the neo-Pythagorean philosopher Apollonius of Tyana, the supposed author of astral magic treatises and, of course, the Flores Aurei.13 It is difficult to determine whether these sources were available in their original Syriac, Greek, or Arabic languages or translated into Latin when they came into the hands of the notory art author.

If there ever was a Greek original of the Flores Aurei, then it is conceivable that the author might have known these sources in their original language. The Pseudo-Apollonius Book of Wisdom (Greek, Biblos Sophias; Arabic, Miftah al-hikma), a twelfth-century Greek astral magic treatise based on the Arabic version titled Kitāb al-t.alāsim al-akbar (The Great Book of Talismans), might attest to a possible Greek version of the Flores Aurei, calling it Pseudo-Apollonius’s book on scholasticism. The passage reads:

Listen, my son, because I will show you the mystery of wisdom, that is unknown, and hides many things about propitious moments and times, hours, days and nights, along with their names and virtues, and about the true wisdom that is hidden in them. I will reveal to you, from a knowledge that God gave me, those Apotelesmata [talismans] with which everything that God created on earth can be enchanted. This consists of four books that I wrote—more precious than gold and gems: one on astronomy, another on astrology, the third on scholasticism (σχολαστική), and the fourth—the most precious of them all—in which there are great and fearful signs, wonders and mysteries of power; in other words, about the enchantment of all the creatures created and moved by God. If someone, approaching this book, wants to be successful in these wonders, he must abstain from any bad actions, as well as from conversation and intercourse with women.14

As tantalizing as this passage may be for a Greek original of the Flores Aurei, no such manuscript survives. Moreover, this passage does not quote the contents of the book of scholasticism to verify its contents. For now, the best hypothesis remains Véronèse’s proposal.

Finally, the Ars Notoria contains Solomon’s voces magicae, prayers which are supposedly written in Greek, Hebrew, and Chaldean,15 and this claim might suggest a connection to the Greek magical tradition via the sequence of unintelligible vocables known as Ephesia grammata (the “Ephesian words,” named after their earliest found inscriptions upon the pedestal of the statue of Artemis in Ephesus). The presence of these diverse cultural influences on the Ars Notoria is quite remarkable.

The Ars Notoria is written in Medieval Latin with a few words from Greek or Latinized Greek. The voces magicae or angelic names bear a misleading and false appearance to Hebrew, Greek, Syriac, and Arabic.

The Latin prayers called “prologues” appear to Christianize the questionably Byzantine Greek and Hermetic origins of the Flores Aurei. Obviously, there is influence from Christian orthodoxy and monasticism, including religious practices such as fasting, almsgiving, confession, and prayer. Yet, there is an attitude of tolerance for fringe beliefs and practices, making the Ars Notoria markedly unorthodox in its magio-religious approach. Some readers might see some commonalities in Hekhalot literature, which formed in Byzantine Palestine and Sassanian or early Islamic Babylonia (c. 500–900 CE), as an influence on the Ars Notoria, but there is not enough convincing evidence for this to be considered seriously.

ORIGIN OF THE TITLE

The titles of both Solomon’s Liber Florum Caelestis Doctrinae (Book of Flowers of Heavenly Teaching) and Apollonius’s Flores Aurei (Golden Flowers) share the key Latin word flos (plural flores), meaning “flower,” and likely refers to the term florilegia, or “gathering of flowers,” a poetic term for a collection of extracts taken from a treatise. Pseudo-Apollonius explicitly states that his Flores Aurei was composed from select extracts and quotations from Solomon’s writings to which he added commentary; likewise, Pseudo-Solomon’s Liber Florum is supposedly composed from select extracts from “the most ancient Hebrew books,” which, according to the mythical origin story, were revealed to Solomon by the angel Pamphilius. However, the composition of Solomon’s Liber Florum is merely hypothetical, as there are no extant manuscripts with this title nor any identified as such. There are other works in religion, science, and philosophy that follow the “flowers” literary genre, including the contemporaneous Hermes’s Flores, or Centiloquium (c. 1262), which is about astrology.

For Apollonius’s Flores Aurei, the “golden” part of the title might just be about valuing the select extracts from Solomon’s writings as “gold.” Alternatively, it may also be an alchemical reference in which the soul is transformed into gold through ritual and prayer. The rationale for such an alchemical reference might be derived from the eighth-century Arabic treatise attributed to Apollonius titled Kitab Balaniyus al-Hakim fi’l-‘llal, Kitab Sirr al-khaliqa wa-san ‘at al-tabi’a (The Book of Balinas the Wise: On the Causes, or, the Book of the Secret of Creation) in which Apollonius is said to have discovered a statue of Hermes Trismegistus, the mythical author of Hermetic and alchemical texts, seated upon a golden throne. By this discovery, Apollonius is claimed as heir to the alchemy in which an alchemist strives to transform gross matter into gold. This same text might have been known to the compiler of the Ars Notoria, who would claim Apollonius as its second-greatest authority.

The Ars Notoria says of its name, “it is to be called a notory [art] . . . because it teaches [through] incomprehensible [language] the knowledge of all things out of writings with some [of the] shortest notulis.”16 The Ars Notoria has nothing to do with notoriety or notorious. The English noun and adjective come from the Latin adjectival form, notorius, and the perfect passive participle notus, both originating from the verb nosco, noscere, novi, notum, “to know.” The word notory is an adjective coming from the word “note” (originating from the Latin noun nota, notae; also, consider the verb noto, notare, notavi, notatum, “to note” or “to mark”). The phrase notory art might also bring itself into confusion with the civil or legal work of the notary, although this seems deliberate. In fact, the title “notory art” likely references the genre of the ars notaria, instruction manuals for executing notarial formulas and instruments. The spelling for the notarial trade varied between “notory art,” and “notary art,” adding to the confusion. In fact, the twelfth-century author of the Ars Notoria Notarie (Notory Art of Shorthand) conflates the two, using both ars notoria and ars notaria.17 Modern spellings now denote the notory art (from the Ars Notoria) as “notory,” and the notarial trade as “notary.” In the present book, the lowercase use of ars notoria (notory art) refers to the ritual magic practice and not to the book itself. In chapter IV, the historical association between the two arts, the Ars Notoria and the notary art, is explored.

The Ars Notoria further elaborates on its title:

For let us see firstly and principally about the title of this book. Therefore, it is to be understood, that this book is rightly called “the notory art,” because it is comprehended beneath certain brief notae—namely, the prayers—and similarly, it is called “notory,” because it [is contained] through the very art (that is, through the virtue of prayers’ headwords, notae, and figures, which are contained in the very art), the notitia is given to the faithful and the good worker in it how he is able to acquire memory retaining in all things heard, eloquence in all things retained eloquently to one making the offering and conserving perpetually for memory, and the integrated and perfected knowledge and all the wisdom of all the liberal, mechanical, and exceptive arts. Also, this book is able to be rightly called “the art of memory” in the right manner, because through [the book] itself, just as it is said above, memory is to be acquired in all sciences heard, having been retained through memory, and this is the true title of the book.18

HISTORICAL AND FABLED ATTESTATIONS

The oldest surviving manuscript is dated to 1225, but the first attestation of the Ars Notoria comes roughly fifty years earlier, in the popular twelfth-century Historia Scholastica, a biblical abridgment and gloss of the Bible, written around 1173 by the French author Petrus Comestor (d. 1178). Petrus writes that Moses did a forty-day fast in the wilderness and thus acquired the Ars Notoria. This is also voiced later by Nicholas Oresme (c. 1320–1382), a French Scholastic philosopher, writing in his Le livre de divinacions, which was translated into Latin as De Divinationibus (On Divinations).19 In 1310, Pietro d’Abano (also known as Peter of Abano, c. 1257–1316), an Italian astrologer and professor of medicine in Padua, says in his Lucidiator astrologiae (Elucidator of Astrology) that the “fortunate book” (fortunati liber) called the Ars Notoria was condemned by the Franciscan friar Alexander of Hales (c. 1185–1245).20

During the Middle Ages, the Roman poet Vergil of Naples (70–19 BCE), author of the Latin epic poem the Aeneid, was reputed to be a magician who used the Ars Notoria.21 Historically speaking, this is an anachronistic claim, since an ancient Roman could not have possessed a medieval treatise on angelic magic. Nevertheless, the medieval imagination produced fantastical tales of “Vergil the magician” that later became known as the Vergilian tradition. Although the Vergilian tradition is extensive and complex, its discussion will be limited here. An exploration of the Vergilian tradition in Germany, England, and Italy will reveal, in part, the extent of the influence of magic and the Ars Notoria in medieval Europe.

The Vergilian tradition begins with The Chronicle of Ralph Niger22 that says, “At this time,23 the secrets of Aristotle of Athens are discovered, in which Virgil found the notary art (artem notariam) that he burned afterward according to Valerius Maximus.”24 In all likelihood, Niger meant that this notary art of Aristotle (Ars Notaria Aristotelis) belonged to the shorthand writing tradition of the secetary, not the magical art tradition. However, the storytellers of the “Vergil the magician” legend who were reading Niger must have misinterpreted him, thinking of the magical art instead. This misunderstanding would conclude that the medieval Ars Notoria was, in fact, so ancient that Vergil had practiced its craft. This medieval misunderstanding might have been thought to be supported by Macrobius’s (fl. c. 400 CE) ancient literary work, Saturnalia, which said that Vergil’s poetry “contained all human knowledge.” Similarly, this misunderstanding might have been propagated by John of Alta Silva, a late twelfth-century monk in Lorraine, who wrote in his Dolopathos, also called the Historia Septem Sapientium (History of the Seven Wise Masters) that

because Virgil loved the liberal arts so much, he had turned the amazing and indescribable sophistication of his genius to the composition of a small handbook, which enabled one to learn those vast subjects in a short time. In three years anyone could learn perfectly what he himself had been able to learn only with great labor.25

In Middle High German literature, the Vergilian tradition is found in Wolfram von Eschenbach’s medieval romance known as Parzival. In that story, Klingsor, a knight and Count of Terra di Lavoro (a plain near Naples), is said to be a magician and nephew of Vergil, thereby making the association between magic and Vergil. The oldest version of Vergil in possession of a magic book is preserved in the German poems of the Sangerkrieg (also called the Wartburgkrieg), which describes a legendary minstrel contest at the Wartburg castle in Thuringia in the year 1207. The description of the magic book in the Sangerkrieg is that the book contained “grossen noten (large notes),” a possible reference to the notae, or magical figures, found in the Ars Notoria.26 There are two thirteenth-century expanded versions of Vergil’s journey to a magnetic mountain to acquire the magic book, and they are, first, Zabulon’s Buch, which the Sangerkrieg poems describe, and second, Reinfried von Braunschweig. There is also another version that derives from Reinfried von Braunschweig, which is falsely ascribed to Heinrich von Mügeln (d. c. 1372), a German royal poet.27

Vergil’s journey to the magnetic mountain describes a certain magician named Zabulon (or Savilon) who kept his gold, silver, and magic books in a treasure house on top of a magnetic mountain. Vergil sails to the magnetic mountain with Venetian nobles in search of these riches, and there he finds a devil imprisoned in a glass container.28 After Vergil grants the devil’s freedom, the devil reveals to him the secret cave where the magic book of Zabulon can be found. The devil explains how to secure the magic book from an iron figure which has been rigged with a booby trap, saying:


“I’ll reveal to you how you’ll patronize all arts.

Nearby me lies a book

About which, Virgil, I want to tell you. So, hear:

With it you will be superior to all clerics.

It stays by me

And you will take

What Zabulon wrote with his own hands.”



The devil goes on to say:


“An iron figure stands nearby

Which has hidden the text for a full thousand years.

That it was made by magic means

No one can doubt

A [magical] letter lies in its head,

From which it gets its force

It grasps strongly a stick in its hands:

I give you the power to control all this.”

[Vergil] broke the figure without any effort.

Cunningly the book was in Virgil’s hands

And he took it with him over the sea.29



Zabulon’s Buch30 shows strong parallels to the Arabian Nights story of the third dervish named Ibn Khadib. In the Arabian Nights story, Ibn Khadib is shipwrecked on the Magnetic Mountain, falls asleep, and has a dream instructing him to dig a hole, where he will discover a bow of brass and three magically inscribed lead arrows. The dream tells him to shoot the statue of a brass horseman, which would then fall into the sea. As a result, the waters would rise and a brass man with a lead tablet on his chest would arrive in a boat to ferry him to the Sea of Safety. When Ibn Khadib wakes up, he does as the voice in his dream instructed and everything happens as it was told, except he becomes injured, losing an eye.31 In comparing Zabulon’s Buch to the Arabian Nights story, the spirit would be parallel to the instructing voice from the dream, the magically inscribed letter in the head might be representative of the bow and magically inscribed arrows, and the iron figure a substitute for the brass horseman.

The Reinfried von Braunschweig, written after 1291, describes a young Athenian prince and astrologer named Savilon, born of a Jewish mother and a pagan father, who was the first man to understand astronomy, astrology, and necromancy. By observing the stars, he predicts the birth of Jesus Christ.32

Savilon’s mother expresses distress at the idea of the Jewish people being lost and convinces Savilon to use magic as a countermeasure to prevent the birth of Jesus Christ.33 Savilon, knowing that it is impossible to subvert the course of the stars, takes a series of security measures to delay the birth of Jesus Christ for as long as possible. The first of these security measures against the astrological prediction involves Savilon writing down certain magical words and characters on parchment, rolling it up, and hiding it in a cave on a magnetic mountain; he even hides one of the magical letters in his own ear. Second, he hides three of his magic books within the cave wall, then binds his soul to a spirit imprisoned within a bottle; the bottle rests just outside the cave. Savilon makes his final resting place in a chair. At the foot of his chair lies a fourth book which is physically chained to the cave wall. The magic book acts as the physical link between Savilon and the spirit imprisoned inside the bottle. Savilon sits down, entering a death-like state of suspended animation, holding a hammer in his hand which triggers as part of a booby trap for any thief who would try to steal the magic book.34

After twelve thousand years pass, and the birth of Christ draws near, Vergil arrives on the magnetic mountain, finds the spirit imprisoned in the bottle, and safely recovers the magic book. Neither Zabulon’s Buch nor the Reinfried von Braunschweig clearly identifies Vergil’s magic book as the Ars Notoria; however, the English tradition does.

The English clerk Gervase of Tilbury (c. 1154–c. 1222) wrote Otia Imperialia (Recreation for an Emperor, 1209–1214), an example of speculum literature, which came to be known as the Liber de Mirabilibus Mundi (Book on the Marvels of the World). In it, Gervase tells the tale of an English scholar who unearthed Vergil’s bones and discovered the Ars Notoria:

In the reign of Roger [II, (1095–1154)] of Sicily, a certain scholar, an Englishman by birth, came before the king to ask a favor of his generosity. And when the king, noble by birth and by nature, gained knowledge that some favor was being asked of him, he answered: “Seek what favor you wish, and I will grant it to you.” Now, the petitioner was a famous writer, extremely well versed in the trivium and quadrivium, a devoted student of medicine, and most adept at astronomy. He says, therefore, to the king that he would not ask for ephemeral pleasures, but rather for something that in the eyes of men would be considered valueless, namely, the bones of Vergil, wherever they could be found within his kingdom’s bounds. The king agreed, and the scholar, armed with letters from the king, made his way to Naples, where Vergil on many occasions put to work the power of his intelligence. When he presented the letters, the people were willing to obey, for, since they were ignorant of the location of the grave, they gladly agreed to what they believed must be considered impossible. Eventually, however, by applying the resources of his art the scholar discovered the bones beneath a mound in the center of a certain mountain where no sign of a breach was recognizable. The area was dug up, and with a great deal of effort the mound excavated in which was found the body of Vergil whole and entire, and at his head a book in which was written an ars notoria with other writings related to its study. The bones and the ashes were removed and the book taken away by the scholar. . . . When the scholar was asked what he had intended to do with the bones, he answered that he would put them to use for spells because at his questioning the bones would have revealed the whole art of Vergil himself, and he also put forward that this could be brought to a successful conclusion by him, if he were given the use of the bones for forty days. Therefore, taking only the book away with him, the scholar departed, and, by the kindness of the venerable John of Naples, cardinal [1158–1183] under Pope Alexander [III, 1159–1181], we have seen some extracts from the very book and have made experiments satisfactorily establishing their infallibility.35

Obviously, Gervase is reflecting on the prevalent Vergilian tradition, and this story demonstrates that the Ars Notoria was already gaining a reputation as a handbook of magic in the early thirteenth century in Naples. In fact, it may be that Gervase’s use of ars notoria was not referring to the book itself but to the entire notory art tradition. Gervase studied and taught canon law in Bologna where he encountered both arts, the notory art of magic and the art of shorthand writing. He may also have conflated in his mind the magic of the notory art with the legendary nigromantic magic of the Vergilian tradition.36

The fourteenth-century Cronaca di Partenope (Chronicle of Naples) relies upon Gervase but explains that Vergil acquired his learning from a book taken from the burial site beneath the head of the philosopher Chiron by which “he became most learned and trained in necromancy and in the other sciences.”37 In addition to the notory art’s promise to teach necromancy, it is no surprise that the notory art becomes associated more generally with this magical practice. This concludes the study of the Vergilian tradition.38 Other attestations of the Ars Notoria will now follow.

Gervase’s tale is referenced by the author of the Ars Notoria Notarie (Notory Art of Shorthand), a late thirteenth-century epistle addressed to King Henry III (reigned 1216–1272), which presents an exposition on a unique cipher based on Tironian notes. The treatise references the Ars Notoria, saying:

The false and unnecessary disputations which have been uttered concerning this art—such as that Virgil invented it, or that Blessed Gregory was so consumed with it that, having become proficient in this art in seven days, he made his skill most evident by revealing the seven liberal arts, and many others which no serious listener accepts—I have demolished, vehemently and boldly, not only through reason but also through authentic documentation, so that I have left absolutely nothing behind through which any further criticism may arise.39

The author accepts that both the notarial trade and the Ars Notoria are called a “notory art” but clearly differentiates the two arts, saying he opposes the Ars Notoria and had made arguments against it in the other two books he wrote but are now lost to us. If the modern scholar John Haines’s hypothesis is correct that Edmund of Abingdon (c. 1174–1240), the archbishop of Canterbury, is the author of this work on shorthand writing, then the “Blessed Gregory” might be Pope Gregory IX (papacy 1227–1241) who appointed him as archbishop. The author of the Ars Notoria Notarie says that he is a lapsed monk who became devoted to the “notory art,” and he experienced a dream vision of Saint Thomas Becket (1119–1170), a former archbishop of Canterbury, which led to his healing and recovery from a personal sickness.40

A contemporary to the author of the Ars Notoria Notarie, Michael Scot (1175–c. 1232), the mathematician and court astrologer to Emperor Frederick II, mentions the Ars Notoria in 1236. Michael Scot likely encountered the manuscript while in Toledo, writing in his Liber Introductorius:

But when astronomy is one science and more noble than the rest of the seven liberal arts, having established their indispensable veracity as seven in number, [astronomy] is useful and delectable for all enthusiastic men to be wise by that which is the art of utility, necessity, and delectable in many, and they are to be employed for many as the healer for the weak, the kings and barons for mercantile agendas on account of their roads and mercantile trades, sailors on account of the diversity of air and sea, alchemists, necromancers, and the workers of the notory art, and on account of other constellations.41

The Ars Notoria is also attested in the Latin treatise titled the Virgilii Cordubensis Philosophia (Philosophy of Virgil of Corduba), translated from the Arabic in the late thirteenth century by a cleric in Toledo and now preserved in a 1753 manuscript. It tells the story of Virgil of Corduba, who became well versed in many subjects, including the most obtuse, such that scholars of Toledo went to Corduba to visit him. When they came, Virgil explains that he had come to learn so much through speaking with the spirits of the notory art, “which some call necromancy, but we ‘refulgentia (shining lights).’”42 The text lists the number of teachers of Corduba43 who gave instruction in a variety of subjects, including the notory art:

And three teachers used to read about nigromancy, and about pyromancy, and about geomancy. And one teacher used to read about the notory art, which is a sacred science, and accordingly, he ought to be holy, which he will want to read them; similarly, and they ought to be sacred, immaculate, and without sin, listening [to the teacher]. Otherwise, nothing of this sacred science itself ought to be sent out [of himself], unless he was without sin, because it is the angelic art, and the good and sacred angels composed and made them, and afterward the good and holy angels gave to the holy King Solomon and the angels themselves made Solomon a teacher in that holy science, and they imbued him in it, and it is this art, and holy science, because all these other [sciences] are to be known [through it], and through that [art] all the other sciences are to be known without some difficulty, without some defect, and without some diminution.44

BRANCHING OF THE TRADITION

The heyday of the Ars Notoria was in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, when Version B was well established. Version B had synthesized the Flores Aurei and its first derivative text, the Ars Nova.45 During this time, other derivative texts were produced, and the notory art prayers were excerpted into other books. The derivative texts include the Opus Operum (Work of Works), the Liber Florum Doctrinae Caelestis (Book of Flowers of Heavenly Teaching) composed by the French Benedictine monk John of Morigny, the Ars Brevis (Short Art), the Ars Notoria Abbreviata (the abridged version by Thomas of Toledo), and Ars Paulina (Pauline Art [of Seven Figures]).46 The early derivative texts certainly influenced the later ones; in fact, the Ars Brevis inspired its very own tributary text titled De Arte Crucifixi.

Four of the five derivative works of the Ars Notoria are translated from Latin to English for the first time here in this book under “Branches of the Ars Notoria Tradition.” The mid-thirteenth century treatise titled Opus Operum is presented in chapter 6. The fourteenth century Ars Brevis, which draws from John of Morigny’s Liber Florum and the Ars Notoria, is given in chapter 7. The fifteenth-century abridged version of the notory art attributed to Thomas of Toledo is given in chapter 8. Finally, the fifteenth-century Ars Paulina [of Seven Figures], whose figures are dedicated to the divine hypostases, is presented in chapter 9.

The Liber Florum Caelestis Doctrinae (Book of Flowers of Heavenly Teaching), a fourteenth-century Latin book of prayers written by the French Benedictine monk John of Morigny, has not been translated into English yet, nor is an exhaustive study of its contents presented in this book.47 Briefly stated, John of Morigny was fascinated by the Ars Notoria, and engaged in the magical arts. However, after his encounter with demons through its practice, he sought refuge in the Virgin Mary and ultimately rejected his former magical practice. Inspired by the Virgin Mary and a series of visions which he recorded in his book, he made adaptations to the Ars Notoria, creating his own version for the purpose of gaining knowledge of the liberal arts and improving one’s memory and eloquence; John’s work also features a book of figures.



The Entire Notory Art Tradition. Texts framed in blue are part of the mythical tradition. Texts framed in red are historical, either extant on their own or by means of their insertion.

The Ars Notoria exerted its influence on the world of magic, beginning with the fourteenth century magical treatises Liber Iuratus Honorii and the Summa Sacrae Magicae.48 Modlitewnik Władysława Warneńczyka, the fifteenth-century prayer book belonging to the Polish king Wladislas Warnenczk contained notory art prayers repurposed for a ritual of crystallomancy. John Dee, the famous occultist of angelic magic, records his first scrying session with Edward Kelley in which he communicates with three angels, Anchor, Anachor, and Anilos, whose names are found in a notory art prayer.49 The notory art prayer Ancor, Anacor, Anilos is ubiquitous among sixteenth- and seventeenth-century magical treatises, including the Book of Oberon, the Heptameron, and the Ars Goetia of the Lemegeton. Some of the magical figures would later be found in the seventeenth-century Hebrew text Sepher Maphteah Shelomoh (Book of the Key of Solomon).50 Undoubtedly, the seventeenth-century composite Latin text found in Henry Cornelius Agrippa’s Opera Omnia would have the most influence on the modern occult world following its own English translation in 1657 by Robert Turner of Holshott. Agrippa’s own works on the Western esoteric tradition have had immeasurable influence, while Turner’s translation made the notory art more widely accessible, still wielding influence into the twenty-first century. The Turner English translation has been reprinted in Joseph Peterson’s 2001 Lemegeton and transcribed with additions from the British occultist and book collector Frederick Hockley (1809–1885), published by Teitan Press in 2015. Most recently, the Turner English translation by Skinner and Clark in 2019 was accompanied by the magical figures called notae.

The Ars Notoria was often found in the libraries of historic illuminaries and may have influenced their thoughts and magical practice. Among those known to be in possession of it are John Dee (1527–1608), the famed English magician of Enochian magic and court astrologer to Queen Elizabeth I; the Elizabethan astrologer Simon Forman (1552–1611); the English Paracelsian physician Robert Fludd (1574–1637); the Elizabethan playwright Ben Jonson (1572–1637); the astrologer William Lilly (1602–1681); the English antiquarian and astrologer Elias Ashmole (1617–1692); and the magician Dr. Thomas Rudd (1583–1656).

THE RECEPTION OF THE ARS NOTORIA

Despite its popularity among students, devout monks, and seekers of new religious experiences, the Ars Notoria was harshly rejected by many Christian writers and authorities. Such authorities condemned it as a book of magic.51 The book was first condemned by William of Auvergne (c. 1180–1249), a bishop in Paris, in his De Legibus (On Laws).52

The famed Italian theologian Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274) condemned the practice of magic generally, but specifically mentions the Ars Notoria. Following the Christian theologian Augustine of Hippo, Thomas Aquinas perceived the practice of magic to gain knowledge and truth “by means of certain signs agreed upon by compact with the demons” as illicit. He quotes Deuteronomy 18:10–11: “Neither let there be found among you . . . anyone . . . that seeks the truth from the dead,” which he says relies on the help of demons. Here, Aquinas makes a connection to the concept of necromancy, divination by consulting the dead by means of demonic assistance. It is implied that Aquinas is interpreting that the names of angels found in the Ars Notoria are actually the names of demons, because he says that to acquire knowledge by magical means is inappropriate, and “therefore, it is unlawful to practice the notory art.”53 Thus, Aquinas erroneously classifies the Ars Notoria as belonging to the category of necromancy, an error perpetuated among the populace to this day.

Aquinas references the Book of Daniel in which Daniel and his three companions request to abstain from the royal rations of King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon and only eat vegetables and drink water. In doing so, their abstinence brought them “knowledge and skill in every aspect of literature and wisdom; Daniel also had insight into all visions and dreams.” Once Nebuchadnezzar spoke with these four young men, “he found them ten times better than all the magicians and enchanters in his whole kingdom.”54 Aquinas points out that the difference between the abstinence required in the notory art and that of Daniel and his companions is that Daniel and his companions’ abstinence was in accordance with “the authority of the divine law . . . and hence as a reward for their obedience they received knowledge from God.”55 For Aquinas, the Ars Notoria is not divinely instituted by God, and, implicitly, there is a distinction to be made between miracles and magic.

In his 1267 text Opus Tertium, the English Franciscan friar Roger Bacon (c. 1219–1292) condemns the Ars Notoria, saying it should be outlawed.56 The Italian hermit Augustinus Triumphus (1243–1328), belonging to the Order of Saint Augustine, wrote Tractatus contra divinatores et Sompniatores (A Treatise against the Diviners and Dreamers), addressed to Pope Clement V in 1310 and condemning the Ars Notoria for its method of dream incubation.57

Another act of condemnation came upon John of Morigny, author of Liber Florum Caelestis Doctrinae. John’s Liber Florum was confiscated and publicly burned at the University of Paris in 1323. The Grandes Chroniques de France, a detailed historical record written at the abbey of St. Denis in Paris, presents an account of this condemnation. The account appears to describe the Old Compilation of the Liber Florum:

And in this same year [1323], there was a monk of Morigny, an abbey near Etampes, who through his curiosity and pride wanted to inspire and renew a condemned heresy and sorcery called in Latin Ars Notoria, although he hoped to give it another name and title. This science teaches the making of figures and designs, and they must be different from one another and each assigned to a different branch of learning. Also, they must be contemplated at particular times with fasting and prayers. And so, after contemplation, the branch of knowledge which one wants to have and acquire through this act of contemplation is bestowed. But one had to name and invoke various little known names, which were firmly believed to be the names of demons. Hence this science disappointed many and many were deceived by it. For nobody using this science had ever gained any benefit or received any fruit. Nonetheless, this monk condemned this science, even though he feigned that the blessed Virgin Mary had appeared to him many times, thereby inspiring him with knowledge. And so in her honour he had had many images painted in his book, with many prayers and letters, very richly in expensive colours, feigning that the Virgin Mary had revealed everything to him. After these images had been applied to each branch of learning and contemplated, once the prayers had been said, the branch of learning one was seeking would be bestowed.”58

A series of condemnations against the notory art followed. Cardinal Francesco Zabarella (fl. late 14th and early 15th centuries), a student to the famous jurist John of Legnano (Italian: Giovanni da Legnano; c. 1320–1383), offers a testimony to the presence of the Ars Notoria circulating in the academic environment of the University of Bologna. He mentions the book in the context of defending his legal profession from accusations that it can be reduced to just memorization and lacks reasoning skills. Zabarella shares a rumor about his teacher, saying:

And also, some [students] are said to be excited about practicing the notory art inasmuch as a short [amount of] time and without much labor, so that they may consider all things, [and] knowing the genera, they might advance, which, in fact, a certain [student practicing the notory art] mocked my illustrious, famous teacher, lord John of Legnano. Thus, when that one was speaking together [with my teacher and classmates] to say that the teacher himself had practiced through the notory art itself; “Truly,” [John of Legnano] said, “they win that [debate], but know without understanding.”

The cardinal goes on to condemn the Ars Notoria, saying, “For it is to be said the unknown names [nomina ignota] which are written in that place are not of angels, but of demons from which [the notory art is] to be rejected outright by a Catholic man and he is to beware.”59

Giovanni da Fontana (c. 1395–1455), an Italian physician and engineer, mentions the Ars Notoria in relation to the angels who bestow knowledge to man, including those angels belonging to the twelve signs of the zodiac, which suggests he might have been influenced by the writings of Cecco D’Ascoli. Giovanni da Fontana prohibits his son from engaging in any such occult practices that the church condemns.60 Nicholas Magni of Jawor (c. 1355–1435), a theologian and professor at Prague University, condemned the Ars Notoria in his Tractatus de Superstitionibus (Treatise on Superstitions).61 Jacob of Juterbogk (c. 1381–1465), a German monk and lecturer on theology at the University of Erfurt, also condemned the Ars Notoria in his Tractatus de Potestate Daemonum, de Arte Magica, de Superstitionibus et Illusionibus eorundem (Treatise on the Power of Demons, the Art of Magic, Superstitions, and Illusions).62 Other condemnations followed, including from Dionysius Carthusianus (named Lewis de Rickel, 1402–1471) in his Contra Vitia Superstitionum (Against the Vices of Supersitions)63 and Thomas Ebendorfer of Haselbach (1387–1464).64

In 1456, German author and physician Johannes Hartlieb (c. 1410–1468) famously wrote an account of illicit magical arts, Das puch aller verpoten kunst, ungelaubens und der zaubrey (The Book of All Forbidden Arts). In it, he too condemns the Ars Notoria, saying:

There is also the Ars Notoria, which enables a person to learn all the arts by means of certain words, figures, and characters. This art is only carried out by means of a bond with the evil devils, for the secret words bring about association and bond between the Devil and the human. Although this art entails fasting, prayer, and pure, chaste living, still it is forbidden and a sin, because beneath this show of goodness the evil devils conceal their seduction and misleading of poor humankind.65

During the northern Renaissance, the Dutch philosopher Erasmus (1466–1536) condemned the Ars Notoria in his Colloquies, stating that the art is fictitious and offers an empty promise of learning many things in just fourteen days. He describes its contents as having “various forms of dragons, lions, leopards and various circles and words written in them, some in Greek, some in Latin, and some in Hebrew, and other barbarous languages.”66 Lastly, the German Carthusian and author of the Margarita Philosophica (Pearl of Philosophy), Gregor Reisch (1467–1525), and the French novelist Charles Sorel, Lord of Souvigny (1602–1674), would both condemn the notory art but at the same time support the related art of memory.67

However, despite centuries of condemnation, the Ars Notoria and its derivative works survive, indicating that they were not actively sought out and destroyed by the church, especially when compared to other handbooks of magic. The notory art’s survival may be due to its innocuous nature and the fact that it only has effects upon the operator, rather than upon others. In fact, the modern scholar Frank Klassen draws attention to its popularity among a scholarly community of monks at St. Augustine’s Abbey at Canterbury. We know that the Ars Notoria (Version B) manuscript labeled as Bodley 951 was owned by a monk named Simon Maidstone, and the Ars Brevis manuscript Sloane 513 was owned by the monk Richard Dove. A certain Michael Northgate was said to own a manuscript that included prayers extracted from the Ars Notoria that were intended for devotional practice; by extracting the prayers, this removes them from the original context of magic and the ill-reputed Pseudo-Solomonic corpus.68

Other possible uses aside, the manuscript tradition shows that the Ars Notoria enjoyed its height of popularity in the fourteenth century, with its practitioners seeking the promised rapid attainment of a classical education in the seven liberal arts. However, as the European institution of education changed, the notory art’s value for its outdated education paradigm diminished, leading to its sharp decline by the mid-seventeenth century.
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Folio from Liber de Arte Memorativa, Yahuda Var. 43, National Library of Israel. 1600.


1. Ars Notoria, section 38.

2. For understanding what is meant by “a magnitude of qualities,” see chapter IV, “The Art of Memory.”

3. Ars Notoria, Prologue Gloss, page 325.

4. Ars Notoria, section 114a.

5. Ars Notoria, section 57.

6. Ars Notoria, section 134. The angel’s response recalls 1 Kings 11:11–13 (NRSV).

7. The seven liberal arts were called “liberal” by the ancient Romans because they were considered to make a man capable of thinking independently, and these arts were reserved for learning by free men.

8. A complete list of the manuscripts can be found in appendix A1.

9. Ars Notoria, section 115. The original Latin text could also have been erroneously transcribed here, but I have not been able to verify it in either case.

10. Pythagoreanism is a pre-Socratic Greek school of philosophy and religious practices founded by Pythagoras, whose influence permeates the Western tradition.

11. Iamblichus and Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite.

12. Latin, speculum, meaning “mirror.” Speculum literature sought to contain encyclopedic knowledge of a certain subject matter within a single instruction manual. For the most relevant titles of speculum literature and time period, see Speculum Astronomiae (Mirror of Astronomy), Speculum Maius (Great Mirror) by Vincent of Beauvais, Speculum Fidei (Mirror of Faith) by William of Saint-Thierry, Speculum Stultorum (Mirror of Fools) by Nigel de Longchamps, Imago Mundi (Image of the World), Speculum Ecclesiae (Mirror of the Church) by Honorius Augustodunensis, and Speculum Religiosorum (Mirror of
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