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Introduzione

	The Author and His World

	Giambattista Della Porta was born in 1535 at Vico Equense, near Naples, into a family whose household would prove decisive for his formation as a scholar. Rather than passing through a university, he was educated informally in his father's house, which functioned as a kind of private academy where arts and sciences were pursued through direct engagement with books, instruments, and the learned company that gathered there. This unconventional apprenticeship left a permanent mark on his intellectual temperament: throughout his life Della Porta remained an empiricist by disposition, someone who trusted the evidence of experiment and observation even while operating within the conceptual frameworks inherited from antiquity and the Middle Ages. He was, by the time of his death in Naples on 4 February 1615, one of the most versatile scholars of his generation, at once a natural philosopher, a playwright, and an institution-builder, whose curiosity ranged across nearly every branch of contemporary knowledge.

	His career was punctuated by the foundation and membership of learned academies, the characteristic institutional form through which much of Italian intellectual life organized itself in this period. He founded in Naples the Academia Secretorum Naturae, a society dedicated to the collective investigation of nature's hidden workings, and in later life he became a prominent member of the Accademia degli Oziosi, as well as, from 1610, of the celebrated Accademia dei Lincei in Rome, the same body that would later count Galileo among its members. This trajectory placed Della Porta at the meeting point of two intellectual generations: the Renaissance culture of the courtly academy, with its taste for marvels, secrets, and erudite display, and the emerging institutional science of the early seventeenth century, with its growing emphasis on collaborative verification and specialized inquiry.

	Della Porta's relationship with ecclesiastical authority was neither straightforwardly hostile nor straightforwardly compliant. In 1585 he entered the Jesuit order, a step that might suggest a settled accommodation between his intellectual pursuits and religious orthodoxy. Yet only seven years later, in 1592, his philosophical works were prohibited from publication by the Church, a ban that remained in force until 1598. This episode should be distinguished from an earlier and more specific act of censorship: in 1583, some years before his prohibition, the original Magia naturalis had already been placed on the Madrid Index of Prohibited Books precisely because of its naturalistic treatment of witchcraft, a matter that touched on sensitive theological ground in an age anxious about the boundary between natural causation and demonic agency. Whether or not these two moments of ecclesiastical scrutiny were causally connected cannot be established from the available evidence, but together they testify to the genuine risks Della Porta ran in publishing a body of work that claimed to explain, through natural causes, phenomena that many of his contemporaries preferred to attribute to supernatural forces.

	It would be a mistake, however, to see Della Porta merely as the author of a single celebrated book. He was a prolific and wide-ranging writer whose other works reveal the same encyclopedic ambition that animates Magia naturalis. As early as 1563 he published De Furtivis Literarum Notis, a treatise on cryptography notable for describing what is now recognized as the first known digraphic substitution cipher, a genuine technical innovation in the history of secret writing. Later works extended his interests into physiognomy, with De humana physiognomia in 1586, and into botany, with Phytognomica in 1588. His engagement with practical agriculture found expression in the Pomarium of 1583 and the Olivetum of 1584, both later absorbed into the larger agricultural encyclopedia Villae, published in 1592. Taken together, this body of work confirms that Magia naturalis, however celebrated, was not an isolated achievement but one expression, admittedly the most ambitious, of a mind that returned again and again to the project of systematizing practical and natural knowledge across an extraordinary range of fields.

	From Four Books to Twenty: The Making of a Masterwork

	The origins of Magia naturalis lie in Della Porta's youth. The first version of the work, comprising only four books, appeared in Naples in 1558, when its author was twenty-three years old. The success of this modest volume was immediate and, by the standards of the age, extraordinary. Within a decade it had been reissued in five separate Latin editions and translated into Italian in 1560, into French in 1565, and into Dutch in 1566. By 1588, on the eve of the expanded edition, the work had gone through sixteen Latin editions, six Italian versions, seven French versions, and two Dutch versions, a publishing record that few works of natural philosophy could match. According to Della Porta's own account in the preface to his later, expanded edition, the book had by then also been rendered into Arabic, Spanish, and English, though the precise circumstances of these versions are less firmly documented than the Latin, Italian, French, and Dutch editions whose existence is independently attested. This early triumph established Della Porta's European reputation as a learned magus and, in the idiom of the period, a professor of secrets, a figure credited with privileged access to nature's hidden operations.

	Three decades later, in 1589, Della Porta issued a radically expanded version of the work, now titled Magiae naturalis libri viginti and organized into twenty books rather than four. This was not simply an accumulation of additional material but a thoroughgoing reworking of the entire project, incorporating the fruits of thirty years of further reading, correspondence, and experimentation. The new edition also reflects a deliberate act of self-censorship: the recipe for the witches' unguent that had contributed to the work's condemnation on the Madrid Index was removed, a change that suggests Della Porta's calculated response to the theological anxieties his earlier text had provoked. The twenty-book structure that resulted is genuinely encyclopedic in its reach. It opens with a theoretical exposition of the causes of wondrous things and the principles that govern the generation of creatures, before proceeding through the natural world in a broadly systematic progression: the properties of plants, the transmutation and imitation of metals and precious stones, the marvels of the magnet, medicines and poisons, cosmetics and perfumery, the composition of gunpowder and other incendiary preparations, the tempering of iron, the deceptions and delights of the banquet table, the capture of wild animals, and the arts of secret correspondence. The later books turn to what might be called the mathematical and mechanical sciences: optics, including the camera obscura described in Book XVII, together with hydrostatic and pneumatic devices, before the work closes with a final, deliberately miscellaneous collection of experiments that Della Porta himself designated by the telling name Chaos. This architecture, moving from general causes to particular applications and finally to unclassifiable curiosities, owes much to inherited habits of organizing natural philosophical knowledge by subject matter, even as the specific content constantly exceeds and complicates any tidy scheme.

	Throughout the work, Della Porta positions himself between two sources of authority: the accumulated wisdom of ancient and medieval writers, and the testimony of his own experience. He draws readily on classical and medieval authorities, and he is equally insistent, at numerous points, on the priority of direct verification, presenting his own trials and observations as the ultimate arbiter between reliable knowledge and inherited error. This double allegiance, to textual authority and to experimental testing, is one of the most historically significant features of the work, since it places Della Porta at a genuine hinge point between an older culture of learned compilation and the newer ethos of empirical verification that would come to define the natural philosophy of the following century. It should be said, however, that the precise wording of Della Porta's own methodological pronouncements, as they survive in translation, cannot always be checked against a single stable original, and modern readers should treat any particular turn of phrase attributed to him with the appropriate caution due to a text that has passed through multiple editions, languages, and centuries of transmission.

	Central to the entire enterprise is Della Porta's redefinition of magic itself. He is at pains throughout to distinguish what he calls natural magic from the condemned practices of demonic or ceremonial magic, the goetia that traffics with spirits and stands under legitimate theological suspicion. Natural magic, in his conception, is instead the most exalted part of natural philosophy, the discipline that studies and exploits the hidden sympathies and antipathies that bind together the whole of creation, from the celestial bodies down to the humblest terrestrial substances. The magus, on this account, is not a conjurer of spirits but a supremely learned student of nature, one who combines philosophy, medicine, mathematics, and the mechanical arts in order to reproduce, through entirely natural means, effects that the ignorant mistake for the miraculous or the diabolical. This redefinition was not merely an abstract philosophical maneuver; it was Della Porta's considered strategy for defending a whole domain of inquiry against the genuine dangers of ecclesiastical censure that the Madrid Index had already demonstrated to be real.

	Controversy, Debt, and the Question of Originality

	No account of Magia naturalis can avoid the question of intellectual property, since Della Porta's career was repeatedly entangled in disputes over originality that illuminate both his own practices and the broader culture of knowledge production in his period. The most instructive of these controversies concerns the study of magnetism. In the Italian translation of 1611, Della Porta accused the English natural philosopher William Gilbert of having plagiarized the seventh book of Magia naturalis, the book devoted to the wonders of the magnet, in Gilbert's own celebrated researches on the subject. Yet the charge of unacknowledged borrowing could be turned back on its author: the Jesuit philosopher Niccolò Cabeo later observed that Della Porta himself had drawn, blatantly and without proper acknowledgment, on the unpublished magnetic researches of Leonardo Garzoni when composing the relevant material for the 1589 edition. This double episode, accuser and accused within a single decade, is more than a curious footnote. It reveals a scholarly world in which the boundaries between compilation, adaptation, and original discovery were genuinely porous, where the practices of citation and attribution that later centuries would take for granted had not yet hardened into settled convention, and where reputation and priority were fiercely, sometimes hypocritically, contested.

	This atmosphere of dispute should not, however, obscure the genuine importance of the material at stake. Book VII, on the magnet, together with Book XVII, on optics and catoptric phenomena, represent two of the most historically consequential sections of the entire work. The description of the camera obscura in Book XVII places Della Porta among the significant figures in the early modern history of optical experimentation, a tradition that would culminate, later in the following century, in far more sophisticated instruments and theories, but that owes something of its early momentum to precisely this kind of systematic, if not always original, compilation and testing of optical marvels.

	The influence of Magia naturalis on the subsequent development of natural philosophy in England and elsewhere was considerable, even if it must be characterized with appropriate precision. The work is recorded as having influenced Francis Bacon, Reginald Scot, William Gilbert himself despite the later quarrel, John Wilkins, and even Isaac Newton, a roster that spans the entire arc of the seventeenth-century transformation of natural philosophy into something closer to modern experimental science. The nature of this influence varied: for some readers, Della Porta's work offered a repository of technical recipes and observations to be tested, refined, or refuted; for others, it modeled a certain stance toward nature, one that combined systematic collection of particulars with a confidence that hidden causes could, in principle, be uncovered and put to practical use. Bacon's vision of natural history as an organized collection of instances, and of the philosopher as an interpreter rather than a mere spectator of nature, resonates with the spirit of Della Porta's project, even where direct textual debts are difficult to establish with certainty.

	Translation, Circulation, and the Shape of a European Reputation

	Few works of Renaissance natural philosophy enjoyed a circulation as wide or as sustained as Magia naturalis. The publishing history sketched above for the 1558 edition, with its rapid multiplication of Latin printings and its translations into Italian, French, and Dutch within less than a decade, was itself remarkable, but it was only the beginning of a much longer story. The 1589 edition in twenty books, larger and more ambitious than its predecessor, extended this reach still further across the following century. An English translation appeared in 1658, introducing the work to the vigorous natural philosophical culture of Interregnum and early Restoration England, a period of intense interest in experimental method and in precisely the kind of encyclopedic natural knowledge that Della Porta had assembled. Some decades later, in 1680, the German translation prepared by Knorr von Rosenroth, a scholar himself of considerable erudition and versatility, carried the work into Central European intellectual circles, ensuring its continued readership well into the late seventeenth century, more than a hundred years after the appearance of the original four-book version.

	This pattern of translation and re-translation across Latin, Italian, French, Dutch, English, and German, with Della Porta's own testimony suggesting still further versions in Arabic and Spanish, is itself a kind of evidence. It indicates that Magia naturalis was read not merely as a curiosity confined to a single national or linguistic tradition but as a genuinely European reference work, consulted by scholars, physicians, artisans, and courtly amateurs across a remarkably broad geographical and social range. Few works combining natural philosophy with practical instruction achieved a comparable diffusion in this period, and the persistence of new translations across more than a century after the original publication testifies to a demand that did not diminish quickly, even as the intellectual climate around questions of magic, experiment, and natural causation continued to shift.

	The reasons for this durable appeal are not difficult to discern. The work addressed itself simultaneously to several different kinds of reader. The learned scholar could find in it a systematic engagement with the causes of natural phenomena, organized according to recognizable philosophical categories and supported by appeals to established authorities. The practical craftsman, gardener, cook, or physician could mine it for usable recipes and techniques across an enormous range of domains, from the preservation of foodstuffs to the tempering of metals to the composition of perfumes. And the courtier or cultivated amateur could enjoy it simply as a treasury of marvels, a demonstration of nature's capacity to astonish, presented by an author who took evident pleasure in the theatrical possibilities of his material. This multiplicity of appeals helps explain why the work traveled so easily across linguistic and social boundaries in an age when print culture was itself rapidly expanding the audience for works of natural knowledge.

	Legacy and the Long Afterlife of Natural Magic

	The subsequent fortune of Magia naturalis is neither a simple story of triumph nor one of straightforward decline, but something more genuinely dialectical. In its own century and into the next, the work stood near the center of European natural philosophical culture, read and used by figures who would themselves become central to the history of science. Its treatment of optical phenomena, and specifically its description of the camera obscura, fed directly into the broader early modern investigation of vision and image formation. Its treatment of magnetism, however entangled in disputes over priority, contributed to a body of knowledge that Gilbert and others would develop, contest, and refine. Its general model, of a natural philosophy built from patiently accumulated particulars and tested, where possible, against direct experience, anticipated important elements of the experimental culture that would flourish in the following century, associated with institutions like the Royal Society and with figures such as Bacon and Wilkins who are recorded among those the work influenced.

	Yet the very qualities that made Magia naturalis so appealing to its contemporaries, its encyclopedic inclusiveness, its willingness to entertain marvels of every kind alongside sober technical instruction, its rootedness in a conception of nature bound together by hidden sympathies and celestial influences, would eventually work against its standing as later natural philosophy moved toward more narrowly mechanistic and mathematical modes of explanation. What had once been read as cutting-edge natural philosophy came, in the more skeptical climate of later centuries, to be regarded increasingly as a repository of curious lore, valuable perhaps as a historical document but no longer as a live contribution to scientific inquiry. This shift in status is itself an important part of the work's history, since it reflects the broader transformation of European natural philosophy across the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, a transformation in which the boundaries between legitimate science and discredited superstition were drawn and redrawn in ways that left works like Della Porta's stranded on what came to be seen as the wrong side of an increasingly rigid divide.

	Modern readers, however, are generally better positioned to resist this later verdict than earlier generations were. Historians of science and of ideas have increasingly recognized that the very features which once seemed to disqualify Magia naturalis from serious consideration, its fusion of practical technique with cosmological speculation, its confidence that wondrous effects could be both natural and reproducible, its refusal to separate cleanly the pursuit of truth from the production of delight, are precisely what make it so valuable as a witness to a particular and historically significant moment in the development of European thought about nature. The work stands at a genuine hinge point: after the recovery of ancient learning that shaped so much of Renaissance natural philosophy, but before the consolidation of mechanistic and mathematical physics that would define the mature Scientific Revolution; after the older tradition of the books of secrets, with their loosely organized collections of recipes and remedies, but before the more specialized and institutionally organized science of the later seventeenth century. Reading it today means encountering natural philosophy at a moment when its methods, its vocabulary, and its very sense of what counted as an adequate explanation were still very much in formation, contested from multiple directions, and not yet settled into the categories that later centuries would take for granted.

	It is this quality above all that justifies the continued attention paid to Magia naturalis in the present edition. The work rewards the reader not because it anticipates modern science in any simple or teleological sense, but because it captures, with unusual vividness and comprehensiveness, the intellectual world of a scholar for whom the investigation of nature's secrets was at once a philosophical vocation, a practical craft, a form of piety, and a source of genuine wonder. Giambattista Della Porta pursued this investigation across more than half a century, from the precocious four-book treatise of his early twenties to the vast twenty-book edifice of his later years, through academies he founded and joined, through controversies with rivals real and perceived, through the scrutiny of ecclesiastical censors, and through a body of translated editions that carried his name and his findings across the length and breadth of Europe. The present translation offers the English-speaking reader access to the fullest and most considered version of this achievement, the 1589 Magiae naturalis libri viginti, and with it a direct encounter with one of the most ambitious and enduringly fascinating monuments of Renaissance natural philosophy.
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	DEDICATION

	TO THE MOST ILLUSTRIOUS JUNIUS BOBALI, SON OF ANDREA OF RAGUSA, GIOVANNI BATTISTA DELLA PORTA OF NAPLES SENDS GREETINGS

	Most illustrious Junius, the letter that lay dormant at home—your daughter, now roused and hastening toward you—I could scarcely hold back. The boundless praises of her sister’s husband, recounted by her sibling, have so inflamed her spirit with noble emulation that, shattering every chain of restraint and decorum, she can no longer contain herself but cries aloud that she desires no husband but you. Were you to deny her, she would sooner wither within her father’s house than submit to another. For when the two sisters are weighed against one another, she deems herself no less worthy than her sister. If her sister probes causes, she herself brings forth effects; if her sister contemplates, she herself seizes matters in hand and resolves to bring into the light those things that have languished in mere speculation. And if her sister prides herself on invention, she herself is no less ambitious in her prodigious works. In these pursuits, not only is the mind nourished by understanding, but the senses themselves are beguiled by tangible results and refreshed. This Magic, therefore, surpasses all other sciences—I except only divine philosophy—so that the other arts and disciplines seem to serve her as handmaidens to their queen.

	Cicero records that among the Persians, none was deemed fit to rule who had not first mastered Magic. And Plato, in the Alcibiades, observes that the sons of Persian kings are educated so that, after the model of the world-state, they may learn to govern their own realm with equal wisdom. Need I mention those men renowned throughout the ages—Pythagoras, Empedocles, Apollonius of Tyana, Democritus, and Plato—who burned with such ardor for her that they traversed the earth to learn her secrets, enduring exile rather than mere travel? Upon their return, they proclaimed her wonders and guarded her among their most sacred mysteries. What of the Magi who came to adore Christ, and the many others celebrated in this art, whose names fill the annals of antiquity?

	Yet who will justly weigh my labors, my sleepless nights, the fortunes I have poured into adorning this daughter of mine, that she might one day stand worthy of you, lest she fade into obscurity beside her sister? The sum of it is this: since she is her sister’s equal, she scorns a lesser match. For you are both sprung from the same lineage, endowed with the same gifts of Nature and Fortune, alike in the nobility of mind and bearing. If one possesses the grandeur of Alexander, the other wields that of Caesar. If one boasts the fortitude of the Fabii, the other commands that of the Scipios. One is not merely wise, but the other prudent. In short, your integrity, your boundless humanity, and all your virtues vie so fiercely with one another that, in this splendid contest of excellence, each strives to outdo the other, crowning you both with all the splendor of triumph. I, for my part, am compelled to acknowledge these truths, and since nothing is more desired than what is sought in prayer, I comply most willingly. To you I entrust her. But in this great affection, do not forget me. Farewell, and convey my greetings to your brothers Marino and Michele.

	 


TO THE READER, PREFACE

	At last, gentle readers, you hold in your hands the completed work of Magic. When first published by a youth barely fifteen, fresh from his studies, it was met with such universal acclaim and eagerness that it was translated into many tongues—Italian, French, Spanish, and Arabic—and reprinted countless times, passing through countless hands. Now, presented by a man in his fifties, I trust it will be received with even greater favor and admiration. For when I saw the first fruits of my labor so warmly embraced, I was moved by these auspicious signs to refine and enrich it further. Since its initial publication—now thirty-five years past—if ever a man has devoted himself to uncovering the secrets of nature, I can confidently claim that title. With all my heart and strength, I have pored over the writings of our forebears, gathering every hidden or recondite knowledge they recorded. Then, journeying through Italy, France, and Spain, I visited libraries and sought out every learned mind, as well as artisans, to learn whatever new and curious discoveries they had made, and to discern those practices long proven most true and useful. Those cities and scholars I could not visit in person, I entreated with frequent letters, beseeching them to share copies of rare books or any novel findings, sparing neither entreaty, gift, exchange, nor industry. Thus, over time, I amassed whatever was excellent or worthy of pursuit—whether books or the most remarkable artifacts—so that this treasury of Nature might be rendered richer and more complete.

	With unrelenting study and ceaseless experimentation, by day and by night, I tested every claim I had read or heard, distinguishing truth from falsehood, leaving nothing unexamined. For I often recalled Cicero’s words: "It is the duty of those who wish to preserve the most useful, well-considered, and proven knowledge for posterity to test all things." In this pursuit, I spared neither labor nor expense, expending my modest means with a lavishness born of necessity. Nor was I without the aid of illustrious patrons—nobles, magnates, and scholars—most notably (and with deepest gratitude) the most illustrious and reverend Cardinal d’Este, all of whom lent their willing and generous support to this endeavor. My home was never without an Academy of the Curious, who, pooling their resources, devoted themselves to uncovering and testing these wonders, and who were my greatest allies in composing and expanding this work.

	Thus prepared, with such expense, labor, and study, I hesitated, uncertain whether to release it into the world, as though packing my bags for a journey. For many of its contents are of the highest order, worthy of princes, yet if they fall into the hands of the uninitiated—those still untutored in the sacred mysteries of philosophy—they may be cheapened or despised. Plato warns Dionysius: "Those who attempt to impart philosophy to rustic and profane men render it ridiculous." Moreover, some of its teachings are perilous, and if seized by the impious or wicked, could bring harm to others. What, then, was to be done? Let envy be cast aside; let the joy of aiding posterity prevail. The great works of sovereign Nature must not be concealed or silenced, for in them the supreme power, goodness, and wisdom of God are praised, cultivated, and revered. Though my offerings be humble, I present them to you: know that my devotion and most earnest will have been directed toward your benefit.

	As for the charge of wickedness, I would fear it only if I had kept these secrets hidden. Cicero, echoing Plato, reminds us: "We are not born for ourselves alone, but our country, our parents, and our friends each claim a share of us." Thus, those things that have long lain concealed in the bosom of prodigious Nature shall emerge from the vaults of the most trustworthy men, unadorned and unfeigned. We reveal what has long been suppressed, whether by the envy of those who knew or the ignorance of those who did not. Here you will find no idle trifles, no riddles, no mere recitations of others’ authority. Nor did it seem honorable to err by blindly following the best guides. We have veiled certain noble and magnificent matters with artifice—through transposition and omission of words. What is harmful or maleficent we have obscured, yet not so thoroughly that the most ingenious cannot uncover it, nor so plainly that it lies exposed to the ignorant. Not so cryptically that the seeker’s mind cannot grasp it, nor so openly that it reveals its depths at a glance. We have included some useful and familiar things, for they are most true. From what is best known and often most common, one ascends to what is useful and lofty, to things the mind can scarcely comprehend. Our intellect, unless grounded in the truest principles, cannot contemplate the sublime. The mathematical sciences progress from simple and common matters to the most arduous and exalted. Thus, it seemed wiser to record what is true and useful rather than what is false and grand. Truth, however small, provides a foundation for greater things. The incomprehensible and infinite multitude of things stretches endlessly beyond human consideration.

	In writing, we shall first set down the teachings of our forebears and more recent authors; then, what we ourselves have tested, whether true or false; and finally, our own discoveries, so that the learned may see how splendidly the modern age has surpassed antiquity. For many have written of things they never witnessed, nor even understood the simplest materials involved, but merely copied from others’ accounts with a tiresome passion for embellishment. Thus, errors are perpetuated, growing until not even a trace of the original authors remains, rendering their works not only difficult but often laughable. Moreover, we pass over those who, while promising marvels and mountains of gold to posterity, deliver something quite different from what they themselves believed. Hence, those endowed with keener minds and a greater thirst for knowledge, detained by long delays—despairing of ever attaining these things and realizing they have squandered their labor and oil—are seized at last by a belated and desperate regret. Others, wiser for another’s misfortune, learn to despise these pursuits before ever knowing them.

	We have divided these secrets into their proper classes, so that each may find what pleases him. In closing, I would have gladly spared your ears, were it not necessary to refute the calumnies of my detractors and the envious, who assail me with such impudence, branding me a sorcerer—a name I have shuddered at since my earliest years and deemed hollow. Indeed, I have always considered myself a man, prone to error and deception. I have entreated the most learned to correct me if I have misinterpreted anything. But what I have always dreaded has come to pass: I have fallen among the basest and most detested of men, who, from the misfortunes of others—whether just or unjust—seek petty glory and the fleeting favor of the crowd. Wounded by their venomous bites, such men do not perish from them, but rather turn the poison back upon themselves, destroying their own reputations.

	A certain Frenchman, in his book De la Démonomanie, brands me a sorcerer and deems this work of mine—long in print—worthy of the flames, because I wrote of the witches’ ointment, which I presented precisely to condemn the deceits of demons and witches, lest natural phenomena be abused in superstition. This I excerpted from the writings of esteemed theologians. What crime, then, did I commit? Why do I merit the name of sorcerer? Yet when I inquired among noble and learned Frenchmen—who honor me with their visits—who this man was, they replied that he is a heretic, and that on the feast of St. Bartholomew—the day the slaughter of all such impious men was proclaimed—he escaped death by fleeing in haste from a place of vantage. Meanwhile, I pray to God Almighty and Most Good (as befits a noble and Christian man) that, once converted to the Catholic faith, he may not himself be condemned to the flames.

	Another Frenchman, while unworthily condemning all the learned men of his age, includes me among them. He believes only three physicians—his friends—to be worthy of praise, as if they were the most learned of our time, and counts himself among their number, though his book circulates anonymously. O immortal God! What a stratagem this man has devised to seek praise! He who has no one to commend him, nor is even deemed worthy of commendation, praises himself. I pass over others of the same ilk, who likewise brand me a sorcerer, though nothing I have ever written—here or elsewhere—transgresses the bounds of Nature.

	Receive, therefore, studious readers, these labors, accompanied by no small zeal, sleepless nights, expenses, and hardships, which we bestow upon you. Cast aside the blindness and envy of the mind, which dull the intellect and obstruct truth. Weigh these matters with sound judgment as you examine what we have written. For if you discover truth and utility together, you may perhaps regard my studies with greater favor.

	I am not unaware that there will be many ignorant men, and others devoid of serious purpose, who will scorn these things with contempt and envy, rashly declaring certain matters not only false but impossible. While they strive to overthrow truth with arguments and vain disputations, they reveal only their own ignorance. Such men, as profane, should be banished from the realm of our natural Magic. For those who deny the miracles of Nature seek, in a sense, to abolish philosophy itself. If I have omitted some matters or expressed them inelegantly, I know that nothing is so polished it cannot be further refined, nor so complete it cannot be expanded.

	 



BOOK I
Which explores the causes of things from which wondrous effects arise



	



	Chapter I

	What the Name "Magic" Signifies

	That Magic traces its name and origin to Persia is attested, among the Platonists, by no obscure authorities: Porphyry and Apuleius, in his oration On Magic. The Greek Suda derives the name from maguseis. Cicero, in his book On Divination, states: "A Magus, in the Persian tongue, is none other than an interpreter of divine things and a worshipper, and among them it is a class of wise men." Jerome, writing to Paulinus, calls Apollonius of Tyana a magus, as the common people say, or a philosopher, as the Pythagoreans maintain. Pliny asserts without hesitation that among the authorities it is agreed to have arisen in Persia from Zoroaster, son of Oromasius; though more careful scholars claim there was another Zoroaster, of Proconnesus, who preceded him by a short time. Omanes first commented upon it, accompanying Xerxes, king of the Persians, in his war against Greece, and he scattered, as it were, the seeds of this prodigious art in his wake, infecting whatever lands he traversed. This drove the peoples of Greece to a frenzy—not merely a desire, but a madness—for this knowledge.

	Magic, therefore, is universally understood as wisdom and a perfect knowledge of natural things. Those whom the Latins call Sapientes (wise men) and the Greeks Philosophoi—beginning with Pythagoras, the first to bear that name, as Diogenes records—the Indians call Brahmins (in Greek, Gymnosophistai, or "naked philosophers"); the Babylonians and Assyrians call them Chaldaeans, after Chaldaea, a region of Asia; the Celts and Gauls call them Druids, Bards, and Semnotheoi; the Egyptians, Priests, Cabalists, and Prophets. Thus, Magic is known by many names among many peoples. Yet we find that many men most skilled in natural things have excelled in her: Zoroaster, son of Oromasius, among the Persians, as we have said; Numa Pompilius among the Romans; Thespion among the Gymnosophists; Zamolxis among the Thracians; Abbaris among the Hyperboreans; Hermes among the Egyptians; and Buddha among the Babylonians. Apuleius further mentions Carinondas, Damigeron, Histinoses, Apollonius, and Dardanus, who followed Zoroaster and Osthanes.

	 


Chapter II

	What Magic Is

	Magic itself is divided into two kinds. The first is infamous, ill-omened, consisting of commerce with unclean spirits, cobbled together by incantations and a wicked, inquisitive art called goetia. All learned and upright men oppose it, for it yields no truth of reason or essence, only phantasms, of which not even a trace remains, as Iamblichus observes in his On the Mysteries of the Egyptians. The second, natural Magic, every true scholar welcomes with festive applause, cultivates, and venerates, for nothing is loftier or more esteemed by seekers of sound learning.

	To master this Magic, we read that the most eminent philosophers—Pythagoras, Empedocles, Democritus, and Plato—left their homelands, enduring exile rather than mere travel. Upon their return, they proclaimed its wonders and guarded it among their most hidden secrets. The most learned men of esoteric letters declare that natural Magic is the pinnacle of the sciences, their consummate faculty; so that whatever can be imagined or conceived as nobler or more miraculous in the natural sciences, they have called Magic. Others define it as the active branch of natural philosophy, producing its effects through the judicious application of things. The Platonists, as Plotinus says following Mercurius in On Sacrifice and Magic, hold it to be a science by which inferior things are subjected to superior ones, or earthly to celestial; and that, by certain artful allurements, it draws down the qualities of the universe. For this reason, the Egyptians called Nature herself a female magician, for she possesses a power of attraction, drawing like to like, and this power resides in love. They termed the attractions wrought by Nature’s kinship "magical attractions."

	To us, however, Magic appears to be nothing other than the contemplation of Nature in her entirety. For from the motion of the heavens, the configuration of the stars, the elements and their transmutations, and thus from the generation and decay of animals, plants, and minerals, hidden secrets are uncovered, so that the whole science seems to depend upon the face of Nature, as we shall see more fully below. Plato hints at this in the Alcibiades, where he says that the Magic of Zoroaster appeared to him as nothing other than the knowledge and worship of divine things—subjects in which the sons of Persian kings are trained, so that, after the model of the world-state, they might learn to govern their own realms. And Marcus Tullius, in his On Divination, states that none among the Persians could attain royal majesty who was not first steeped in the magical science. "For," he says, "as Nature governs the world through mutual discord and concord, so too should they learn to govern their commonwealth." This Magic, I say, is possessed of the greatest power, full of hidden mysteries. It reveals the qualities and properties of things that lie concealed, and the knowledge of all Nature, and it teaches us, from the affinity and antipathy of things, how to separate or unite them by judicious application, producing works that the common people call miracles, surpassing all admiration and human capacity.

	For this reason, it flourished in Ethiopia and India, where the virtues of herbs, stones, and all else pertaining to it abounded. Therefore, you who approach to behold Magic, believe its works to be nothing other than the works of Nature, aided by art as a diligent and attentive handmaiden. For wherever art perceives that Nature’s kinship is lacking, it restores it through vapors and numbers at the opportune times; just as in agriculture, Nature herself produces the herbs and crops, but art prepares them. Thus, the poet Antipho used to say: "By art we overcome those things by which we are overcome by nature." And Plotinus calls the magus Nature’s minister, not her artificer.

	Away from here, superstitious, profane, impious men! We have nothing in common with you. The door is barred to you; and not only from the threshold of this art, but from the city and the world, we judge you should be cast out, punished, and condemned. But what office and learning this minister must fulfill, we shall show in the following chapter.

	 


Chapter III

	On the Training of the Magus, and What Manner of Man a Professor of Magic Ought to Be

	Now it is fitting to instruct the magus, and to set forth what he must know and remember, so that, thus prepared, he may undertake wondrous and prodigious effects. Since we have described Magic itself as the active branch and portion of natural philosophy, I would certainly desire the magus—who must possess such great dignity—to be exact, consummate in philosophy, and most skilled. For the art itself demands it.

	What potent heat, what earth, what soil and air, what waters give rise to the primal seeds of heaven— whence spring the sea’s tides, the rainbow’s shifting hues, what forges the crash of thunder and the fireball’s flight, what hidden flame burns through the night, what cause calls forth the comets, what unseen force convulses the trembling earth, what yields the veins of gold, the lodes of iron, and all the subtle powers Nature guards in secret?

	Nor should the magus neglect the art of medicine, for it is kin to his own, nearly its twin; under this guise, they say, it first won men’s minds and now offers many aids. It teaches how to temper compounds, how to blend and apply them in ways that bring such works to fruition. As for the knowledge of plants, we need not a mere botanist but the keenest tracker of herbs, for the erratic naming of plants and their deceptive likenesses have long taxed our labours. Nothing so hinders the practitioner as ignorance of the tools he wields; we deem this knowledge so essential that all else depends upon it. He must no less understand metals, minerals, stones, and gems.

	Moreover, who could doubt the high esteem due to distillation—that rival, as it were, and offspring of celestial rains? Daily it yields marvels, ingeniously devised, many of them of great use to mortal life. By it we draw forth dewy vapours, spirits both faint and rich, thick and resinous liquors, and the essence hidden deep within the innermost chambers, lifting it aloft to endow it with new potencies. And it teaches not by crude rule of thumb, but by its own causes and reasons.

	He must master the mathematical disciplines, above all astrology. For it reveals

	with what swift motion stars course through the sky, what dims the veiled Moon and forces her to pale, why, measuring the world by fixed degrees, the golden Sun rules through twice six constellations.

	For through the heavens’ manifold windings and configurations, many celestial gifts descend to earth, and many things derive their power to act or be acted upon; hence flow the varied properties of all things. This question long tormented and perplexed the Platonists: how things receive these celestial influences.

	Let him also be versed in optics, that he may know how the eyes are deceived, how visions in water and in mirrors of diverse shapes cast images suspended in air; how to make distant things appear near, and near things recede—upon which much of magic’s secret work depends. These sciences magic claims as her handmaids and allies; he who lacks them is unworthy of the name Magus.

	Let him be, by Nature’s gift, a craftsman and mechanician. For without the skilled hand, or with a hand untutored (so closely are these bound), labour is spent in vain, and desire goes unfulfilled. Some men Nature has so endowed that they seem shaped by God Himself. Nor do I say this to deny that art may refine, that good may be made better, or that what is flawed may in some measure be corrected. Let him first ponder and prepare the matter with a knowing and diligent mind, then set to work; let him act with no haste.

	This I wished to say: if the unlearned man is deceived, let him not blame us, but reproach his own lack of skill. For this is not the fault of the one who transmits the art, but the weakness of the one who professes it. Should such knowledge fall into clumsy hands, the science will lose its credit, and effects born of the truest and most necessary causes will seem mere chance.

	If you would make your works appear the more wondrous, conceal their causes. For wonder lies in what is hidden from the beholder. He who knows the causes diminishes authority; a thing is deemed rare and strange precisely insofar as its causes are concealed. Aristotle writes in the Mechanica that master craftsmen fashion instruments yet hide their principles, which is what inspires awe. A certain man extinguished a lamp, then, touching it to a wall or stone, rekindled it as if by magic; “but then,” says Galen, “it ceased to seem marvellous when they saw that the thing touched had been anointed with sulphur.” A miracle dissolves where its seeming miracle once stood.

	Let the magus also command ample wealth. For we labour with difficulty if we lack means; one must be rich to philosophise, not philosophise to grow rich. Let him spare no expense, but be prodigal in inquiry. And as he probes ever more keenly and precisely, let him not weary of testing and retesting, nor stint his toil. For to the idle and the ignorant, Nature’s secrets remain closed. Hence Epicharmus was right to declare that the gods sell all things to mortals for the price of toil. And if the effects fall short of expectation, know that the fault lies in you, not in the art. For we have written concisely, not for the untrained and the novice, but for those who are skilled and ingenious.

	 


Chapter IV

	Previous opinions concerning the causes of marvellous operations; and first, concerning the elements

	How often has some natural effect, in the pursuit of its causes, so fired the minds of ancient philosophers that they have not only laboured strenuously but also strayed far into error! Thus, different thinkers have advanced different opinions, which it will not be amiss to recount before we proceed.

	The earliest philosophers held that all things arise from the elements, and that the elements are the principles of all. Thus Hippasus of Metapontum and Heraclides of Pontus posited fire as the principle; Diogenes of Apollonia and Anaximenes, air; Thales of Miletus, water. They therefore regarded the elements as the first seeds of Nature—simple bodies, though now they are rendered impure, spurious, and adulterated, transmuted by mixture in greater or lesser degree with others. They constitute the material principle of the natural body. Being mutable and convertible in endless succession, they are so gathered within the vast vault of the heavens as to fill this entire sublunary world.

	Fire, being the lightest and purest, ascended on high, eluding our sight, and claimed the uppermost region, which they call the aether. Next lies the element of spirit, somewhat heavier than fire, poured round in boundless expanse, permeating all things; it imparts its own quality to us; now it condenses into clouds, thickens into mists, and dissolves again. To these succeeds water; and then, scraped from the purified elements and compacted, the substance called earth spreads beneath all—dense, most solid, impenetrable; so that nothing solid can be touched that is devoid of earth, and there is no void without spirit. Earth itself, poised at the centre, is girded by all the rest, and alone remains unmoved; for the other elements revolve with the turning heavens.

	Hippon and Critias, however, declared the vapours of the elements themselves to be the principles. Parmenides asserted the qualities; for he said that all things consist of hot and cold. The physicians derive all things from the four qualities—hot, cold, moist, dry—when these are combined, from the predominance of one over the rest. For the individual elements, like things bound by certain ties, embrace neighbouring qualities and shun their contraries. Wise Nature has framed this mechanism with rare measure and marvellous fitness. For since each element bore two qualities, some associations being compatible and others discordant, she assigned to each one of the two such that the element allied to another might possess a quality native and akin to itself. Thus air and fire: the one is hot and dry, the other hot and moist. For dry and moist are contraries, yet through the mediating bond of shared heat, they are coupled. Likewise, earth is cold and dry, whereas water is cold and moist; and though these are opposites through dry and moist, they are nevertheless joined through their share in coldness. Otherwise, their concord would be difficult. Thus, fire gradually passes into air through heat; air into water through moisture; water into earth through cold; and earth is joined to fire through dryness. So, most providently, they proceed by degrees. Thence they are transmuted again in reversed order, and are produced out of one another. For the transfer is easy when they share a common quality—as fire and air through heat. But those opposed in both qualities, as fire and water, are harder to turn into each other.

	Heat, cold, moisture, and dryness are called the primary qualities, because they first emanate from the elements, and from them flow the secondary effects. Of these, two are active: heat and cold, which are by nature more inclined to act than to be acted upon. The other two, moisture and dryness, are passive—not that they are wholly inert, but because they are preserved and induced by the others. They are called secondary as if subservient to the first, and are said to operate in a secondary manner—as to soften, to mature, to resolve, to attenuate. As when heat, acting upon some mixed body, expels the impure, and while it seeks to render it fit for its own action, to make it simpler, the thing becomes thin. So cold preserves, constricts, and congeals. So dryness thickens and roughens; for when moisture lingers on a thing’s surface, and dryness cannot consume it, it hardens; whence a roughness of surface arises. For when cavities are depressed, and particles hardened and raised, asperity and protuberance result. So moisture increases, corrupts, and for the most part, of itself does one thing, but through accident does another—as through maturation, constriction, expulsion, and the like. It draws forth milk, urine, menstrual fluid, and sweat. These are termed by physicians the third qualities, serving the secondary as those serve the primary; and sometimes they operate in particular members—as by strengthening the head, or benefiting the kidneys—and these certain ones call fourth qualities.

	These foundations, then, they laid for all mixed bodies and marvellous operations. And the experiments they brought forth they believed could be explained by these, and that the causes could be found therein.

	But Empedocles of Agrigentum, judging the elements insufficient, added concord and strife: from the one things are generated, from the other they are corrupted. His verses run:

	Four first, the seeds of all things: Aetherial Jove, infernal Pluto, bountiful Juno, And Nestis, who with tears bedews the human eye.

	Sometimes love binds them all together into one; Sometimes strife bids them be wrenched apart.

	By Jove he understands the fervour and the aether; by bountiful Juno, the air; by Pluto, the earth; and by Nestis, the human tears, as the seed and water. He finds this concord and strife existing within the elements through qualities that, being opposed, disagree or consent; and also in the heaven itself. Just as all the planets love Jupiter and Venus except Mars and Saturn; Venus is a friend to Mars, though the other planets shun him. There is another enmity, which works through the oppositions of houses and of exaltations. For the signs burn with hatred, and are again joined in the bond of friendship. As Manilius sings:

	Nay more, the stars by proper laws among themselves Meet together, and hold fixed commerce of affairs, And in their turn lend ready eyes and hearing ears. Or else they bear an odium and, with altered face, Are driven into their own by some inherent frenzy.

	 


Chapter V

	Many operations of nature proceed from forms

	The Peripatetics, and the age of more recent philosophers, could not, by the tenets previously established by the ancients, account for all the operations of things. For when things at times act contrary to their qualities, they conjectured that there was something else beyond the elements and qualities—namely, virtues innate to the substantial forms.

	Now, that all may be laid bare more clearly, it is fitting to recall from what sources powers proceed; this will be of no small profit in discovering and compounding new things, that we may learn to separate and distinguish, and not confound the whole chain of truth. Since from the same mixed body there flow many effects, various and diverse, it is universally agreed that they arise from one principle—and many examples of this are to be found in what follows.

	And now, being about to declare openly whence they proceed, we must take the matter up from a somewhat higher ground. For the composition of every natural substance (I call substance that which is compacted of both matter and form) has matter and form as its principles. Nor do we reject the functions of the qualities, which from the very beginning lay latent in the elements, and together with the former make up the triad. When the elements themselves come together in the forming of some thing, the thing thus formed retains certain pre-eminent qualities. And although in the production of the effect all concur, yet from the superior ones the whole is believed to derive, since they appropriate to themselves the powers of the rest. For if all contended equally, their virtue would be imperceptible.

	Nor is matter in any way devoid of powers. I speak not of that prime and simple matter, but of that which has grown out of the power and the substances of the elements—chiefly from the two most passive, earth and water. These are what Aristotle was sometimes wont to call secondary qualities and corporeal effects. We may call them functions of the matter, or powers, or by whatever other name they delight to be called: such as rare, dense, rough, smooth, hard, fissile—things deeply seated in the lap of matter, yet all coming from the elements. More rightly, therefore, I have judged—lest they be confounded—that the effects of the qualities flow from the temperament, and those of the matter from the consistency.

	But so great a power resides in the form that none can doubt that all the effects we behold are first generated by it. And it possesses a divine origin, as being superior and most excellent. By itself, without the aid of another, it uses the others as instruments, that it may carry out its action more swiftly and conveniently. He whose mind is too little given to speculation may think that everything can be accomplished by temperament and matter—since things are done by means of these as instruments. For if a craftsman, in constructing a statue, uses some stylus or scalpel, he does not use it as the agent, but only as a means, that he may work more swiftly. Therefore, since in every thing there are three efficient causes, do not suppose that they lie idle or hidden away; but all strengthen one another, one more faintly, another more forcefully, and the form itself does so most of all, corroborating the rest. And if it were to fail, it would render them ineffectual, and they would be frustrated, as not being sufficient to receive the celestial gifts.

	And although the form alone cannot express these effects without the rest also bringing forth their own, yet they are neither confounded nor made diverse, but are so bound together that they mutually need each other’s work. He who by rational inquiry has learned to discern this rightly will find nothing obscure in it, nor will he confound the knowledge of the truth. Whence that power which is called the property of a thing comes not from the temperament, but from the form itself.

	 


Chapter VI

	Whence form arises; and concerning the chain of Homer and the rings of Plato

	The form, therefore, being the most excellent of all, originates from a comparable place: first from the supreme revolution of heaven; that from the intelligences; and those, finally, from God Himself. Thus the same origin belongs to both the forms and the properties.

	Zeno the Critic added God to matter; of these, the one he made the principle of acting, the other of suffering. For God, as Plato perceived, when at the beginning He had, by the omnipotence of His divinity and with a fitting modulation, established the heavens, the stars, and the very first seeds of things—the elements, which wither away in the vicissitude of birth and decay—then, for the genera of animals, plants, and inanimate things, lest they should share that same condition with the heaven, He called to His aid the powers of the heavens and the elements. By degrees He distributed them, and by a fatal law He ordained that lower things should minister to higher ones; and He sent down, in a starlike descent, the form peculiar to each thing, freighted with powers. And that the continuous procreation of things might not fail, He made it lawful for each to bring forth its own seed and to lend its form to things prepared. Thus you shall rightly pronounce that the forms, descending from the very heaven, are necessarily divine and celestial. In this consists the exemplar of forms and their noblest cause—which cause Plato, the very prince of philosophers, calls the World Soul; and the supreme Aristotle calls universal Nature; and Avicenna, the Giver of Forms. He, not drawing it out of the thing, as if it were a perishable thing, but eliciting it from Himself, imparts it first to the intelligences and the stars; and then, by their aspects, He informs the elements, which, as instruments, dispose the matter.

	Who, then, is so mad, so ill-favoured by nature, that if this form comes from the elements, from heaven, from the intelligences, and finally from God Himself, he should not call it celestial because he does not savour of its nature, or should not find it redolent with a kind of divine majesty? And, seeing it has so great an affinity with Him, who could suppose that it does not produce works than which nothing more admirable could either be imagined or conceived?

	This, therefore, is that weaving together of things, that series and order of the divine providence, that all these lower things that are governed proceed, in due gradation, from God Himself and receive their virtue of operating.

	For God, as Macrobius says, who is the First Cause and the Prince and Origin of all things, by the fecundity of His majesty created Mind. This Mind created Soul (the Christian truth holds otherwise). Soul in part imparts reason, which it bestows upon divine things, as the heaven and the eternal fires (for thus they are said to be animated by divine minds); and in part also bestows the power of sensing and of growing upon perishable things. It is this that Virgil perceives; he calls the World Soul Mind:

	A spirit within sustains; and Mind, infused throughout, Moves the whole mass, and mingles with that mighty frame.

	Man, therefore, holding the middle station between both, and receding from heaven in point of nobility, yet sharing in reason—by which he deserves to excel the other animals—retains also the power of sensing. The rest of the animals, degenerating from man, retain only the two remaining: to sense and to grow. But trees, since they lack sense and reason, and need only the faculty of growing, have obtained this alone, and by this part alone are said to grow and to live. The Poet shortly after expresses this:

	Whence man and beast, the life of birds that wing the air, And those strange monsters the sea bears beneath her marbled plain.

	Since, therefore, from God Himself proceeds Mind, and from Mind, Soul—and Soul animates all the things that follow—so that the brute animal agrees with the plant in vegetation, man with the brute in sense, and man excels the rest in intellect; and since all these things from the First Cause, as a cord from heaven down to the lowest reaches, are bound together by a kind of mutual interlinking and continuity, so that the superior virtue, by scattering its rays, comes at length to these lower ones—if the furthest link be touched, it trembles and moves the rest—we should rightly call this nexus rings, or a chain, and it will seem to correspond with the rings of Plato and the golden chain of Homer. He, the fount and origin of all divine inventions, under the veil of poetic fiction, gave this to the wise to understand:

	If all ye gods might make the trial, that ye all might see, Let down from heaven a golden chain; and hang, All gods, and all ye goddesses, thereupon: Yet still ye shall not drag to earth from heaven Jove, the supreme in counsel, howsoe'er ye toil.

	The Christian truth, however, holds that souls emanate first not from Mind, but immediately from God Himself.

	Knowing these things, the magus—even as the husbandman marries elms to vines—so himself marries earth to heaven; or, to speak more plainly, he marries these lower things to the superior gifts and marvellous virtues. And hence, like a minister, he brings forth into the open the secrets that lie deeply hidden in Nature’s bosom, and those things which, by assiduous exploration, he has found to be true; so that all who burn with love for the Artificer of all things may be moved to praise and venerate His omnipotence.

	 


Chapter VII

	Of sympathy and antipathy: and that the virtues of things can be discovered and tested upon these

	Among animals, plants, and all species, there inheres, by reason of occult properties, a certain (shall I say) fellow-feeling, which the Greeks term sympatheia and antipatheia, and we more commonly call consent and dissent.

	For some things unite by a kind of mutual affinity, bound as if by a secret tie. Others, however, are at enmity and dissent in semblance; they labour under blind discords, or possess something dread and destructive, which cannot be sought out or confined by any common or probable explanations. Nor would it be prudent to try to prove such things by hunting after causes—except that Nature herself delights in this spectacle; nothing pleased her to be without its pair; and there is nothing in the secrets of Nature that does not thrive by some hidden and peculiar property. From these enmities and friendships, many remedies for the uses and necessities of men may be contemplated. For if one thing is observed to bear enmity against another, it can be employed as a remedy against the harms that

	From its opposite may arise its cure; and many remedies have been unearthed by this principle, preserved in the annals of time. Consider the bitter enmity between cabbage and vine—a rivalry most instructive to observe. The vine, ever clinging with its sinuous tendrils, recoils from the cabbage alone; at its approach, it twists aside as though warned
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