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Introduction
Prague’s Other Universe
Are there alternate realities?
		
Does history sometimes bifurcate, asking us to choose 
		between two quite different paths? If there was ever a break in the space-time 
		continuum, it came on the afternoon of November 8, 1620, on the slopes of 
		White Mountain, just outside the gates of Prague, then capital of the Kingdom 
		of Bohemia and today the capital of the Czech Republic.
In just over an hour, the twenty-thousand-man army of 
		the flamboyant Holy Roman Emperor Ferdinand II crushed the twenty-five-thousand-man 
		army of the austere and brilliant Frederick V, King of Bohemia.
The Battle of White Mountain was the opening salvo in 
		Europe’s Thirty Years’ War, when the Catholic armies of southern Europe 
		flung themselves against the Protestant armies of northern Europe. It ended 
		in 1648 with the signing of the Treaty of Westphalia, which ensured the 
		survival of the Protestant Church.
The Battle of White Mountain also marked a moment in 
		time when a whole other way of looking at reality stood poised to flow across 
		the continent of Europe and on to the New World. This way of looking at 
		the universe, which was opposed to the soon-to-be-born scientific paradigm of Sir Isaac Newton, 
		was a magical, occult system of interpreting and manipulating reality that 
		was being conceptualized and made manifest, in a thousand different ways, 
		by a thousand separate people, in the libraries and laboratories and basements 
		and secluded meeting places of the noisy, cobblestoned, odiferous, but luminous 
		city of Prague.
If Frederick V of Bohemia had prevailed at the Battle 
		of White Mountain, the thought-systems incubating in the city of Prague 
		might have prevailed. If the forces of Ferdinand II, Holy Roman Emperor, 
		had been flung back from the gates of the city, we might be living in a 
		different world today.
Prague in the early seventeenth century was a city seething 
		with strange excitements. Every sort of esoteric, hermetic, cabalistic, 
		alchemical, astral, and envelope-pushing protoscientific art was practiced 
		here. From dark cellars to brightly lit salons, the arcane methodologies 
		honed to perfection in this world capital of the occult were being used 
		to coax into existence complex synergies of magical arts that we cannot 
		now imagine. In ancient clay and timber houses slanting above the maze of 
		narrow streets winding through the Jewish Quarter, rabbis immersed themselves 
		in cabalistic study without fear of persecution. In the bustling main squares, 
		the unadorned white churches of the Hussites rose up in silent tribute to 
		John Hus (1370–1415), the fierce pre-Reformation Czech preacher who denounced 
		the rituals and penances of the Roman Catholic Church and established a 
		reformed church in Europe a century before Martin Luther. (He was burned 
		at the stake for his trouble.)
The melancholic, reclusive, acquisitive Holy Roman Emperor 
		Rudolf II (1576–1612) had claimed Prague as his imperial capital, and in 
		his obsessive pursuit of the philosopher’s stone had gathered about him 
		Europe’s greatest alchemists. In the emperor’s lofty palace perched on a 
		steep hill overlooking the meandering Vltava River, huge “wonderrooms” whirred 
		and hummed with the magico-mechanical marvels of the age: automata that 
		moved and sang; the intricate “Memnon” statue that whistled in the rising 
		wind of dawn; the “devil in a glass,” or homunculus, an “artificially 
		created living being” that was actually a glass-blown figure sealed in a 
		giant jar. The Prague of those days would come to be known as the birthplace 
		of the golem—the Jewish Frankenstein’s monster. The reputation of the city 
		as a mecca for magical endeavor drew to its shaded gardens the boldest minds 
		of the time: heretical priest/ scientists like Giordano Bruno and Tommaso 
		Campanella; magician/ mathematicians the likes of John Dee and Edward Kelly; 
		astronomers at the cutting edge of space-time research, such as Johannes 
		Kepler and Tycho Brahe; and many more.
Some of these daring thinkers—it’s impossible to know 
		which ones—formed an elusive relationship with a brotherhood so mysterious 
		that its name seemed to blur and change from lip to lip. The Illuminati? 
		The Association of the Rosy Cross? Whatever they called themselves, these 
		author/scholar/scientists, probably based in Prague but nearly always hidden 
		from the public eye, wrote treatises (Thomas More’s Utopia is the 
		best-known example) describing an ideal city, free of despotism and theocracy, 
		whose citizens enjoyed equal rights and an occult connection with higher 
		realms of being—a city that held forth the promise of a total transformation 
		of humankind.
Frederick V, ruler of Prague and Bohemia at the time 
		of the Battle of White Mountain, was also the ruler of a small principality 
		on the banks of the Neckar in southern Germany called the Palatinate. The 
		capital of this principality was the fabled city of Heidelberg. It was to 
		this city that Frederick brought, in March 1613, his new bride, Elizabeth 
		Stuart, daughter of King James I of Great Britain.
It was because of who Elizabeth Stuart was that the Battle 
		of White Mountain could have gone the other way. James I had given his daughter 
		Elizabeth in marriage to Frederick in a magnificent ceremony in London on 
		Valentine’s Day, February 14, 1613. The king intended by this marriage to 
		shore up the alliance between Anglican anti-Catholic Great Britain and the 
		Lutheran anti-Catholic principalities making up most of Germany.
To James I’s subjects, this alliance meant the king had 
		taken a radical tilt away from the Hapsburg rulers of 
		Europe’s Holy Roman Empire. They saw the coming joint reign of Frederick 
		and Elizabeth over the Palatinate as a beachhead set up in advance of an 
		extension of Protestantism—perhaps a military one—into the Catholic heartland 
		of southern Europe.
Certainly Frederick V believed this when, in late 1619, 
		he was invited by the city fathers of Prague, who had recently expelled 
		the reigning Holy Roman Emperor Ferdinand II from their country, to become 
		the king of Bohemia. Enraptured by the lure of the magico-occult achievements 
		of Prague—Frederick had emulated some of them by placing automata in the 
		gardens of his own Heidelberg Castle—the ruler of the Palatinate traveled 
		from Heidelberg to Prague, with Elizabeth, their children, and a huge train 
		of possessions, to accept the throne of the Kingdom of Bohemia.
But Frederick and James I’s subjects—and much of northern 
		Europe—were mistaken about James’s intentions. Increasingly bowed under 
		the weight of years and royal responsibilities, James I greatly feared a 
		confrontation with the Hapsburgs. He had sought in secret to counterbalance 
		the marriage of Elizabeth and Frederick with a marriage between his son 
		Charles and a Catholic princess of the Holy Roman Empire. In this he had 
		failed, but his aversion to a showdown with the Hapsburgs had hardened over 
		the years.
This was why, when Ferdinand II’s forces marched on Prague 
		in 1620 to challenge the rule of Frederick V, Frederick’s father-in-law, 
		James I, sent no supporting army. If he had done this, the balance of power 
		might have shifted. The Protestant rulers of Denmark and Sweden would perhaps 
		have sent their armies to stand beside those of James I of Great Britain, 
		in alliance with Frederick V’s Bohemian army, before the gates of Prague.
		
The great Renaissance scholar Frances Yates writes in
		The Rosicrucian Enlightenment: “The truth probably is that Frederick’s 
		chief crime was that he failed. If he had succeeded in establishing himself 
		in Bohemia, all the waverers, including his father-in-law, would probably 
		have wavered over to him.”1
But Frederick had won few supporters 
		during his year on the throne of Bohemia. Prague fell at the Battle of White 
		Mountain, and a whole other, alternate, magico-occult way of dealing with 
		the universe, which might have begun to sweep westward across Europe if 
		Frederick V had prevailed, was prevented from becoming manifest.
Another factor suggests that on November 8, 1620, Europe 
		stood at a crossroads that might have taken it in a wholly different direction. 
		By one of history’s stranger quirks, there fought in the ranks of the Holy 
		Roman Emperor at the Battle of White Mountain a lowly foot soldier who one 
		day would become one of the seminal thinkers of the age. If Bohemia had 
		prevailed, this twenty-four-year-old Frenchman— his name was René Descartes—would 
		probably have died. But he lived. This was the same Descartes who, born 
		in 1596 and died in 1650, introduced the formulation Cogito, ergo sum—“I 
		think, therefore I am”—to the world. It was Descartes who paved the way 
		for the transformation of the Western world to the scientific paradigm. 
		His new science decisively rejected the cosmology of the Roman Catholic 
		Church, and also that of the magico-occult world. This latter cosmology 
		affirmed that every particle of matter in the universe is suffused with 
		an equal quantity of spirit. Descartes asserted that the universe is divided 
		into mind and body. The two are radically separate, with body/matter operating 
		according to the laws (however complex) of mechanics only.
In his late teens, Sir Isaac Newton (1642–1727) was profoundly 
		influenced by the thought of René Descartes. Descartes’s philosophical/mathematical 
		description of the cosmos split the English scientist off from any allegiance 
		he might have made with magico-occult thinking (though this mode of thinking 
		would always fascinate Newton). Newton would break with the thought of Descartes 
		to create the paradigm of physical reality to which we adhere to the present 
		day (to all intents and purposes)—but the influence of Descartes on Newton 
		in his early years was decisive.
Probably the prodigious Newton would have created his 
		paradigm despite a victory by Frederick V at White Mountain and the early 
		death of René Descartes. It is very likely he would have created his physico-mathematical equations in the 
		face of any flood of magico-occult thinking spreading across Europe.
But if he had not—what sort 
		of a world would we be living in today?
It would be a world without technology as we know it. 
		In the minds of the magico-occultists, spirit (they would have called it 
		“holy spirit,” since they regarded it as imbued with a moral/religious dimension) 
		was coextensive with every atom of physical creation. Their magico-science 
		would have evolved a technology that treated every manifestation of matter, 
		leaf to forest to planetoid, with respect and love—as the Beloved. By contrast, 
		our technology—that which evolved from the Newtonian paradigm—is a brute 
		beast, respecting neither nature nor nature’s thinking component, man. Near 
		the end of Newton’s life, the great scientist and his colleagues made an 
		implicit agreement with the Church that divided the universe into two spheres 
		of influence. Science would be in charge of the physical universe and the 
		Church would be in charge of the spiritual universe; neither could encroach 
		upon the other’s territory. In such a way was the magico-occult, with its 
		ethical-religious dimension, drawn away from science, in a series of subtle 
		maneuvers that Newton sensed at the end of his life and profoundly regretted.
		
Does the ascendancy of the Newtonian way of mastering 
		the universe mean the magico-occult way of dealing with the 
		universe has totally vanished?
The answer is no. There was a certain truth in the way 
		the Prague magico-occultists saw the world. And truth stands alone; it does 
		not need to be believed in to exist. And, in fact, ever since the seventeenth 
		century and earlier, here and there, in the lives of artists and thinkers 
		and very ordinary people, sometimes just for a moment, the magicooccult 
		universe has come bursting through. It has appeared like a waking dream; 
		it has flashed through the exalted nights of visionaries like a comet streaking 
		through the sky; it has unfolded in extended mediumistic séances—“channeling” 
		sessions—that have sometimes given pause to even the most skeptical of experiencers.
By his own account, Benvenuto 
		Cellini was saved from suicide while in a Roman dungeon by the intervention 
		of that other world. Giordano Bruno sought to link what he regarded as the 
		magico-occult thinking of ancient Egypt to a whole new way of construing 
		the modern world. Visions of multiple afterworlds, similar to those of the 
		Prague Illuminati, invaded the consciousness of the Swedish scientist-engineer 
		Emanuel Swedenborg so profoundly that ever afterward he wrote books describing 
		those universes; even the great novelist Leo Tolstoy, while skewering spiritualism 
		in his play The Fruits of Enlightenment, could not avoid in his masterpiece
		Anna Karenina bearing witness to the existence of other dimensions. 
		The French novelist Honoré de Balzac wrote seventy-four novels in twenty-nine 
		years by drawing on—or so he intimates—the energy of the “inner self ” as 
		elaborated in the treatises of Swedenborg; three of Balzac’s novels were 
		seeded by the intuitions of the Swedish seer.
The dreams of visionary poets are glimpses into the realms 
		of the magico-occult. William Blake in eighteenth-century England, Victor 
		Hugo in nineteenth-century France, James Merrill in twentieth-century America—all 
		“channeled,” in startlingly similar terms, other, occult universes. (The 
		Irish poet William Butler Yeats pursued through automatic writing a path 
		that, while differing in detail, was the same in essence.) The work of each 
		of these poets depicts a physical universe animated from rock to angel by 
		Spirit. A varied host of other writers, including some we would not expect, 
		have experienced their lives as lit up for a moment—perhaps for a lifetime—by 
		flashes of lightning from the never-to-be-extinguished (and always-yearned-for, 
		since our souls have never ceased to feel its absence) universe of the magico-occult:
		
H. G. Wells, Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley, Carl Jung, 
		Doris Lessing, Harry Houdini, Thomas Mann, Helena Blavatsky, Sri Yashoda 
		Ma—even Sir Winston Churchill and Norman Mailer—all have known for a moment 
		its vibrant presence.
All of their stories—and many more—are told in the following 
		pages.

One
Benvenuto Cellini (1500–1571)
The Goldsmith and the Guardian 
			Angel 
[image: image]
On a very dark day in mid-May 1539, 
			Benvenuto Cellini, Italy’s greatest goldsmith, lay on a dank pallet 
			in the dungeon of the Castle of Sant’ Angelo in Rome and decided to 
			kill himself.
He had once escaped from the dungeon, lowering himself 
			down the outside wall on a rope made out of bedsheets. But the bedsheets 
			had torn and he had fallen fifty feet, landing at the bottom of the 
			moat and breaking a leg. He had dragged himself on all fours to the 
			house of a friend, but the friend had betrayed him, and Cellini had 
			been carted back to prison. He’d been thrown into a dungeon far worse 
			than the last. It was deep and clammy and his mattress was soaked through 
			with water seeping in from the walls. From a narrow slot high up on 
			the wall, sunlight filtered down for only an hour and a half a day. 
			Poisonous worms and giant spiders squirmed 
			and scuttled on the floor and in his bed. Because of his broken leg, 
			he had to haul himself by his arms to the side of the cell when he wanted 
			to perform a bodily function.
For a man of Cellini’s vitality, a fate like this 
			was worse than death. He wanted to kill himself. But how? His dark cell 
			seemed to be devoid of everything but crawling things and moisture. 
			What could he kill himself with? He looked around carefully. He had 
			an idea.
Cellini writes in his Autobiography: 
I took and propped a wooden pole 
			I found there, in position like a trap. I meant to make it topple over 
			on my head, and it would certainly have dashed my brains out; but when 
			I had arranged the whole machine, and was approaching to put it in motion, 
			just at the moment of my setting my hand to it, I was seized by an invisible 
			power and flung four cubits [six feet] from the spot, in such a terror 
			that I lay half dead. Like that I remained from dawn until the nineteenth 
			hour, when they brought my food.1
When Cellini awoke, priests were 
			standing over him; they thought he was dead and were administering the 
			last rites. The prison warden— the castellan—took pity on Cellini 
			and sent him a new mattress. Cellini writes that, lying on the mattress 
			that night, “[when] I searched my memory to find what could have diverted 
			me from that design of suicide, I came to the conclusion that it must 
			have been power divine and my good guardian angel.”2
He had a spectacular dream that night 
			that seemed to offer confirmation. He dreamt that he encountered “a 
			marvelous being in the form of a most lovely youth, who cried, as though 
			he wanted to reprove me: ‘Knowest thou who lent thee that body, which 
			thou wouldst have spoiled before its time?’” Cellini answered that he 
			“‘recognized all things pertaining to me as gifts from the God of nature.’” 
			The beautiful youth responded: “‘Hast thou contempt for His handiwork, 
			through this thy will to spoil it? Commit thyself unto His guidance, 
			and lose not hope in His great goodness!’” The angelic form had much 
			more to say that night, according to Cellini, “in words of marvelous 
			efficacy, the thousandth part of which I cannot now remember.”3
This dream encounter galvanized the 
			imprisoned goldsmith into a frenzy of activity. He mixed crumbled stone 
			with his urine to make ink. He chewed a wooden splinter off the cell 
			door and made it into a pen. He wrote a long poem in the margins of 
			his Bible, a dialogue in which his body scolded his soul for wanting 
			to leave it too early.
While Cellini was writing in his Bible, he began 
			to read it, something he rarely did. He was captivated by what he read. 
			“With profound astonishment,” he writes, “I dwelt upon the force of 
			God’s Spirit in those men of great simplicity, who believed so fervently 
			that He would bring all their heart’s desire to pass.” Cellini decided 
			he wanted to imitate these men. No sooner had he thought this when “there 
			flowed into my soul so powerful a delight from these reflections upon 
			God, that I took no further thought for all the anguish I had suffered, 
			but rather spent the day in singing psalms and divers other compositions 
			on the theme of His divinity.”4
Cellini’s imprisonment in the Castle 
			of Sant’ Angelo was far from over. There would be desperate new situations 
			for him to overcome. But for each new situation, he would experience 
			another apparently miraculous intervention. Eventually, a frail but 
			free and fiercely joyous Cellini would walk out the prison door to resume 
			his life as a celebrated craftsman, adventurer, brawler, and all-round 
			brilliant rake in the last rambunctious and glorious decades of the 
			Italian Renaissance.
Benvenuto Cellini lived his life in a watershed period 
			in human history, when man, while still passionately believing in God, 
			Devil, angels, demons—all of it—was also embarking on a new and audacious 
			odyssey into the understanding and harnessing of his own powers. Dr. 
			Michael Grosso describes these newly aborning Renaissance men (and, 
			more privately, women) as seeking “through the arts and sciences to 
			push the limits of human achievement toward their godlike potential.”5 Jacob Burckhardt writes: “When this impulse to 
			the highest individual development was combined with a powerful and 
			varied nature, which had mastered all the elements of the culture of 
			the age, then arose the ‘allsided man’—‘l’uomo universale’—who 
			belonged to Italy alone.”6
Leonardo da Vinci and Michelangelo 
			Buonarotti were exemplary of these men. So, in his quarrelsome way, 
			was Benvenuto Cellini, who was born in Florence in 1500 and died there 
			in 1571. From his earliest age, this swashbuckling Florentine genius 
			displayed a remarkable capacity for transcending danger even while he 
			was in the middle of it. One day when he was three, he picked up a scorpion. 
			Not knowing it was poisonous, he refused to put it down. His father 
			had to resort to the stratagem of snipping off the creature’s deadly 
			claws and tail while his son was holding it. The danger past, his family 
			“took the occurrence for a good augury,” says Cellini. When he was five, 
			his father pointed out to him a salamander “sporting in the intensest 
			coals” of the fireplace. It was thought that salamanders lived in fire; 
			catching sight of one in its natural surroundings was a rare, auspicious 
			event. Once Cellini had seen the salamander, his father boxed his ears 
			so he wouldn’t forget what he’d seen. Ever afterward, the goldsmith 
			thought of those boyhood experiences as talismanic of his unique ability 
			to pass through life’s disasters unscathed.7
Cellini’s father made musical instruments 
			and wanted Cellini to become a flautist. Though he had a talent for 
			the flute, the ever-rebellious boy resisted. Cellini’s tempestuous nature 
			drew him as strongly to brawling as to music making. His artistic nature 
			drew him even more powerfully to the art of the goldsmith. His father 
			yielded; the mettlesome Cellini, apprenticed to the finest goldsmiths 
			of the day, soon acquired a reputation as a swift, original, supremely 
			talented craftsman.
His reputation as a street fighter kept pace. Cellini 
			was hotheaded and defiant, difficult and self-righteous. He was a fast 
			talker who never stopped arguing, especially with the rich, the high, 
			and the powerful. His attitude problem led to his being regularly banished 
			from urban centers, so that throughout his life he constantly crisscrossed 
			Italy and spent some time in France. He was often on the lam; far more 
			often he was keenly sought after as a fabricator of gold objets d’art;
			of coins, medals, and medallions; and of the occasional piece of 
			sculpture.
The door was always ajar between Cellini and the 
			supernatural world. One pitch-black midnight in 1532, in the deserted 
			Roman Coliseum, with the help of a necromancer and three assistants, 
			he used astral magic to try to summon the spirits of the dead. He only 
			wanted to ask them if he would see his girlfriend, a prostitute named 
			Angelina, again. Cellini says in his Autobiography that the spirits 
			appeared and told him he would see her in a month (and this came true). 
			But the blasphemous goldsmith had opened a Pandora’s box. Suddenly the 
			Coliseum seemed to burst into flames and fill up with a thousand howling 
			demons. Hallucinating or not, the terrified trespassers on the spirit 
			world ran screaming home—or so Cellini tells us.8
In mid-1535, the goldsmith became 
			mortally ill. He hovered between life and death for several weeks. Every 
			night he seemed to wrestle with Charon, the boatman of Greek myth who 
			ferried the souls of the dead across the River Styx to the afterworld. 
			Cellini writes that “the terrible old man used to come to my bedside, 
			and make as though he would drag me by force into a huge boat he had 
			with him.” Once, when Cellini was describing this apparition to a friend, 
			“the old man took me by the arm and dragged me violently towards him. 
			This made me cry out for aid, because he was going to fling me under 
			hatches in his hideous boat.” The goldsmith finally began to recover. 
			It was only then that “that old man ceased to give so much annoyance, 
			yet sometimes he appeared to me in dreams.”9
Perhaps it was because he was sure 
			he was under divine protection that Cellini refused to back off from 
			picking a fight with the most powerful man in Italy: Pope Paul III. 
			The goldsmith’s long-running quarrel with the pope may have been the 
			chief reason why, in 1537, the stormy Cellini was hauled off to the 
			Castle of Sant’ Angelo.
His dramatic rescue by a “guardian angel” from suicide 
			wasn’t the only demand he would make on the spirit world during his 
			stay in the castle prison. The castellan, infuriated by the goldsmith’s 
			now joyous demeanor, deeply jealous that Cellini was happier than he 
			was, ordered the prisoner to be flung into an even more dreadful dungeon. 
			The guards dragged the goldsmith toward this new place of incarceration 
			with such roughness that he was terrified he would be thrown into the 
			infamous oubliette of Sammabo, down which men plummeted “to the bottom 
			of a deep pit in the foundations of the castle.” Arriving at the new 
			cell, which was worse than the last but hardly as bad as Sammabo, Cellini 
			became so joyous that “during the whole of that first day, I kept festival 
			with God, my heart rejoicing ever in the strength of hope and faith.”10
Reports of Cellini’s redoubled joy 
			were the last straw for the castellan. He ordered the prisoner to be 
			taken back to his old cell and issued an order for his execution. He 
			made sure that Cellini heard about this indirectly. Now the goldsmith 
			was truly devastated. His mighty spirit was crushed at last, and, for 
			a second time, he resolved to kill himself.
But this was not to be the end. Cellini later wrote 
			that “at this juncture the invisible being who had diverted me from 
			my first intention of suicide, came to me, being still invisible, but 
			with a clear voice, and shook me, and made me rise, and said to me: 
			‘Ah me! My Benvenuto, quick, quick, betake thyself to God with thy accustomed 
			prayers, and cry out loudly, loudly.’”
“In a sudden consternation,” Cellini writes, “I fell 
			upon my knees, and recited several of my prayers in a loud voice. . 
			. . I communed a space with God; and in an instant the same clear and 
			open voice said to me: ‘Go to rest, and have no further fear!’”11
For reasons that were unclear even 
			to himself, the next day the castellan canceled Cellini’s execution 
			order.
The goldsmith rejoiced yet more fervently, working 
			himself into an exalted pitch of altered consciousness. The stage was 
			set for another encounter with the beyond. One night, Cellini vowed 
			to his guardian angel (whom he considered to be always at his side) 
			that he would be content if he could just have one more look at the 
			sun. When he awoke next morning, his cell was darker than ever. Cellini 
			went over the head of his spirit protector, appealing directly to God 
			to give him one last look at the sun.
Instantly, an invisible angel
like a whirlwind, caught me up and 
			bore me away into a large room, where he made himself visible to my 
			eyes in human form, appearing like a young man whose beard is just growing, 
			with a face of indescribable beauty, but austere, not wanton. He bade 
			me look around the room, and said: “The crowd of men thou seest in this 
			place are all those who up to this day have been born and afterwards 
			have died upon the earth.” Thereupon I asked him why he brought me hither, 
			and he answered: “Come with me and thou shalt soon behold.”12
Cellini was taken through a “little 
			low door” onto a narrow street. He noticed sunlight striking a wall. 
			The spirit invited him to climb backward up a huge spiral staircase. 
			Ascending rapidly, the awestruck goldsmith found himself arriving “within 
			the region of the sunlight . . . until I discovered the whole sphere 
			of the sun.”13
He continues:
The strength of his rays, as is their 
			wont, first made me close my eyes; but becoming aware of my misdoing, 
			I opened them wide, and gazing steadfastly at the sun, exclaimed: “Oh, 
			my sun, for whom I have so passionately yearned! Albeit your rays may 
			blind me, I do not wish to look on anything again but this!”14
The rays, now spreading to one side, 
			left an area of whiteness. While Cellini watched, “a Christ upon the 
			cross formed itself out of the same substance as the sun.” Then a Madonna 
			appeared, holding a child, escorted by two angels “whose beauty far 
			surpasses man’s imagination.” Cellini writes: “The marvelous apparition 
			remained before me little more than half a quarter of an hour. Then 
			it dissolved, and I was carried back to my dark lair.”15
He must have told someone about this 
			“out-of-body” experience. The castellan, angrier than ever at the happiness 
			of his ever-resilient prisoner, decided to have him slowly poisoned 
			to death. But Cellini, no doubt aided by his exalted state of mind, 
			was able to execute a series of wily maneuvers and circumvent this danger.
			
The courageous goldsmith had brought a permanent 
			souvenir back from his out-of-body journey to the sun: there would ever 
			afterward be, or so he tells us, a halo around his head. Cellini later 
			wrote that this “aureole of glory . . . is visible to every sort of 
			man to whom I have chosen to point it out; but those have been very 
			few.” We wouldn’t expect Cellini to point out his halo to the castellan. 
			But perhaps he did—or perhaps the castellan saw it anyway. At any rate, 
			for reasons as complex as they are obscure, not long after the goldsmith’s 
			visit to the sun, Cellini was finally released from his captivity in 
			the Castle of Sant’ Angelo.16
It may be that these seemingly divine 
			interventions deep in the dungeons of the Castle of Sant’ Angelo were 
			the crucial ones in Cellini’s life. But his guardian angel had by no 
			means gone into retirement. The protective forces surrounding the brawling 
			craftsman would never show themselves to more advantage than when, in 
			1554, they rescued not Cellini, but his greatest work of art, from total 
			destruction.
The goldsmith’s supreme artistic achievement is arguably 
			his larger-than-life-sized bronze statue Perseus Holding the Head 
			of Medusa (1545–54), which stands to this day in the Loggia dei 
			Lanzi in Florence. Few thought Cellini would be able to cast a bronze 
			statue of such enormous size—eighteen feet in height, including pedestal. 
			Not only did the technology for such a feat scarcely exist in sixteenth-century 
			Italy, but Cellini’s many enemies were constantly trying to sabotage 
			his efforts.
Cellini solved the first problem by inventing a new 
			technology. With the aid of ten assistants, in the final weeks of casting 
			the bronze statue he constructed a huge, new, innovative furnace around 
			the baked-clay-and-wax prototype of the Perseus.
The final day arrived. At the end of the most strenuous 
			exertions, and even as the bronze was liquefying in the casting furnace, 
			Cellini was overcome by a fever “of the utmost possible intensity.”17 
			He was sure he would be dead by morning. He dragged himself off to bed, 
			reluctantly leaving in the hands of his ten assistants the difficult, 
			delicate final stages of the casting.
Cellini tells us that he spent the next two hours 
			“battling with the fever, which steadily increased, and calling out 
			continually, ‘I feel that I am dying!’”18 
			His housekeeper, despairing for her master’s life, fought 
			back her tears at his bedside. Suddenly, writes Cellini,
I beheld the figure of a man enter 
			my chamber, twisted in his body into the form of a capital S. He raised 
			a lamentable, doleful voice, like one who announces their last hour 
			to men condemned to die upon the scaffold, and spoke these words: “O 
			Benvenuto! your statue is spoiled, and there is no hope whatever of 
			saving it.”19
Howling with rage at these words, 
			Cellini leaped out of bed, pulled on his clothes, and raced through 
			the house back to the workshop. The assistants were standing around 
			helplessly; something was making the molten bronze coagulate in the 
			furnace and they didn’t know what to do.
Cellini was certain one of the assistants was sabotaging 
			his masterpiece. With Herculean force he seized control of events. The 
			goldsmith ordered loads of highly combustible oak wood to be rushed 
			from across the street and tossed into the furnace; the furnace blazed 
			up and the bronze began to melt. Icy rain from a storm outside threatened 
			to cool the furnace; Cellini had the assistants block up all the doors, 
			windows, chinks, and crannies in the house, using every rug and curtain 
			he owned. Suddenly, there was an explosion and a tremendous burst of 
			flame; the cap of the furnace had blown off and the molten bronze was 
			bubbling out. All seemed lost—until Cellini, in a furious burst of inspiration, 
			had his assistants throw every one of his two hundred pewter pots, pans, 
			and plates into the furnace. The strategy worked; finally the bronze 
			began to liquefy in the proper manner. Soon the entire statue was cast 
			to perfection. Every ounce of bronze had been used, with nothing left 
			over, and the entire statue had been formed—except for the tip of Perseus’s 
			right big toe.
Not only had Cellini not succumbed to the fever, 
			but he’d never felt better. Was the apparition of the S-shaped man one 
			more manifestation of his guardian angel? Or was this Cellini’s endlessly 
			powerful creative imagination at work? Or, as his housekeeper laughingly 
			suggested, did the kicks and blows Cellini rained on his staff as he 
			raced back to his workshop frighten away the lethal fever?
Whatever the explanation, Cellini would later write 
			in commemoration of that frenzied hour, “I cannot remember a day in 
			my whole life when I dined with greater gladness or a better appetite.”20

Two
Michel de Nostradamus (1503–1566)
The Art of Astral Medicine
[image: image]
In the autumn of 1534, Michel de 
			Nostradamus, the world’s most famous prognosticator of the future, dropped 
			out of medical school at the University of Montpellier in France and 
			disappeared.
For a period of three months, he seemed to have vanished. 
			When Nostradamus reappeared at the end of that year, he did not return 
			to the University of Montpellier. He did not resume his medical studies, 
			and he never became a medical doctor in the sense of obtaining a diploma 
			(as Ian Wilson all but proves in his 2007 book Nostradamus: The Man 
			Behind the Prophecies). Instead, he spent the next few years touring 
			the countryside as a sort of itinerant apothecary, dispensing remedies 
			of his own concoction such as cypress wood mixed with white roses and 
			acquiring a reputation as one of the few physicians able to deal effectively 
			with the Black Death.
It would not be until 1552 that Nostradamus published 
			the first of his rhymed quatrains called 
			Centuries, which sought to foretell the future. And it would be 
			only slowly, over the years, that he built up his practice of drawing 
			up the horoscopes of Europe’s rich, famous, and powerful (Rudolf II 
			of Prague was once a client).
But, even though we are still electrified today when 
			we think we have found a correspondence between one of Nostradamus’s 
			quatrains and a current event, Ian Wilson makes clear in his book that 
			the vast majority of the horoscopes Nostradamus drew up were radically 
			wrong, and that in almost no cases can we say unequivocally that one 
			of his prophecies came true.
Wilson wonders why it is, given these facts, that 
			the prophecies of Nostradamus have such staying power. How, he asks 
			us, can we account for “the astonishing power of the name ‘Nostradamus,’ 
			even after more than four centuries, to evoke a deeply superstitious 
			awe amongst the millions throughout the world?”1
The answer may lie with those few 
			months of missing time that Nostradamus spent in 1534. When he emerged 
			from them, he may have acquired a power that would carry his name and 
			his works up through the centuries.
We know now that when Nostradamus left the University 
			of Montpellier, he traveled some 170 miles in a southwesterly direction 
			until he came to the little French town of Agen, on the Garonne River. 
			Here he met Jules-César Scaliger. We know this because Nostradamus’s 
			secretary and biographer Jean Aimé de Chavigny states unequivocally, 
			“Jules-César Scaliger, an individual of well known and exceptional learning, 
			caused him [Nostradamus] to stay.”2
Ian Wilson comments that “in all 
			this, why Nostradamus should have gone so far out of his way to seek 
			Jules-César Scaliger, and why at this particular point in time, is by 
			no means easy to determine. That he held Scaliger in high regard there 
			can be little doubt. Later in life he would speak of him as a ‘wise 
			and learned man’ and (most intriguingly) as one ‘to whom I remain more 
			indebted than to anybody else in the world.’”3 That was all Nostradamus ever said about Scaliger.
			
But just who was 
			Jules-César Scaliger, anyway?
According to his learned contemporary Jacques-Auguste 
			de Trou, Scaliger was the smartest man who ever lived. De Trou declared 
			that Scaliger was at least as smart as every one of the great thinkers 
			of antiquity, including Pythagoras, Plato, Solomon, and Moses, and that 
			nobody in modern times could hold a candle to him, not even the great 
			Desiderius Erasmus.
The subject of this unrestrained praise was born 
			near Verona, in Italy, in 1484—or so he said. Scaliger shared with Benvenuto 
			Cellini (just sixteen years his junior) two of the frequent characteristics 
			of high achievers of the late Italian Renaissance: he was a brawler 
			and he was a braggart (the word braggart had room in it for a 
			certain quantity of less-than-truthfulness). Scaliger claimed to be 
			an artist of genius: he said the painter and printmaker Albrecht Durer 
			had taught him how to draw when he was still in his teens. He claimed 
			to be a warrior of genius, insisting that the emperor Maximilian had 
			bestowed on him the highest military honors for his supreme achievements 
			at the Battle of Ravenna in 1512. He claimed he would become a pope 
			of genius: he had entered the University of Bologna in 1514, he said, 
			with the sole intention—which he communicated to everyone— of taking 
			holy orders, becoming a cardinal, becoming a bishop, then becoming pope.
			
He didn’t become pope. He didn’t take holy orders. 
			But he became dedicated to learning. He spent the next eleven years 
			in university study, mastering principally natural science and medicine, 
			but also a huge number of other subjects, including Greek, Latin, Hebrew, 
			music, and all of classical Greek and Roman literature. In 1525 he moved 
			from Piedmont in Italy to Agen in France. Here this lean and commanding 
			man was quick to acquire a reputation as volatile, brilliant, prone 
			to fits of violence, a mesmerizing talker, and a physician of uncanny, 
			almost supernatural, ability. This latter skill included—or so people 
			whispered—a mastery of the arts of astral magic. Of this, Scaliger himself 
			said little, except to a handpicked few whom he swore to deepest secrecy. 
			Certainly he breathed not a word of it to the clergy, who would have 
			assumed he was dancing with the devil and quickly called in the Inquisition.
			
In 1528, when he was forty-four and she was nineteen,*1 
			Scaliger married the petite and voluptuous Andriète de Roques-Lobéjac. 
			Six years later, at about the time that Nostradamus arrived in Agen, 
			there were already five children. Andriète would give birth to fifteen 
			in all, ten daughters and five sons, over the course of twenty-nine 
			years of marriage. Those who knew Scaliger knew that the embraces and 
			other attentions of this young woman had done much to tame the volatility 
			and violent temper of this quarrelsome physician, to the point where 
			he was no longer wary about talking to people he did not know and could 
			reach out to them in his quest to share his knowledge. He seems to have 
			reached out to Nostradamus; once the seer-to-be was in his household, 
			Scaliger must have seen the high intelligence and keen imagination in 
			this young man who had been reared in St-Rémy-de-Provence by a cultivated 
			family and educated in all the arts, including Greek, Latin, and astrology. 
			Nostradamus’s silence about this in future years, in addition to some 
			of the soothsayer’s achievements, suggests that Jules-César Scaliger 
			may have taught him the art of astral magic.
But what was this astral magic?
In 1460, a monk delivered to the court of Cosimo 
			de’ Medici in Florence a Greek manuscript thought to date from before 
			the time of Moses and to be written by the Egyptian god Thoth (the Roman 
			god Hermes). Actually dating from the first or second century AD, this
			Corpus Hermeticum contained knowledge of the qualities of the 
			stars and planets (such as the contemplative faculty, practical intelligence, 
			etc.) that we humans draw into our souls as we are about to take life 
			on earth. The Corpus Hermeticum explained how mortals could revivify 
			themselves while alive by reconnecting with these cosmic qualities; 
			it told how we could “draw upon the life of the heavens.”4
At the request of 
			Cosimo, the Renaissance philosopher-scholar Marsilio Ficino (1433–1499) 
			translated this work into Latin, calling it the Pimander. Ted 
			Anton writes that “the misshapen, pedantic Ficino, his suave, wealthy 
			disciple Pico della Mirandola (1463–1494), and the enigmatic, tormented 
			Giordano Bruno (1548–1600) . . . [studied these techniques of ‘astral 
			magic’ to enhance] their command of unconscious and erotic, imaginative 
			powers. Magic to them did not mean hocus-pocus, but rather a deep, thoroughly 
			documented world of the imagination connecting conscious and unconscious, 
			individual and cosmos, in a way lost to modern man. However imperfect 
			their ‘sciences’ were . . . these philosopher-magicians were early masters 
			of cyberspace—the infinite realm of thoughts that the Renaissance called 
			phantasms.”5
These writings were part of a mysterious 
			tangle of obscure and complex documents, going back to Plato, which 
			asserted that human beings have an inner faculty, the pneuma, 
			that translates the language of the divine (i.e., the qualities of the 
			stars and planets, messages from the angels, etc.) into the language 
			of earthly, human thought and feeling. Spirit and matter were so different 
			in essence that they couldn’t make contact; the pneuma was the psycho-corporeal 
			organ that made contact possible. Just as a computer is packed with 
			databytes, the pneuma is packed with “phantasms”; these are not unlike 
			the infinitude of individual archetypes making up the Jungian collective 
			unconscious. The phantasms were the symbolic images of every individual 
			thing that could ever exist. Divine thought sought out the corresponding 
			phantasms and, passing through the pneuma, emerged on the other side 
			as a human thought.
The trick of being a successful practitioner of astral 
			magic was to know exactly what each individual phantasm looked like; 
			that done, you could create a replica and display it to the phantasm 
			located in the pneuma. In that way, you might, just might—since 
			the symbolic images in the pneuma actually had more reality,
			more being, than human thought, and even divine thought—you just 
			might be able to prompt, or trick, or surprise the pneuma into doing 
			something, producing something—manifesting something!
But the weird otherness of the thinking of the astral 
			magicians of the late Renaissance baffles our matter-of-fact modern 
			minds. We only know about some of the kinds of images these men experimented 
			with, thinking they might be replicas or near-replicas of the symbolic 
			images that made up the phantasms. The ancient world, lacking books, 
			had invented the ars memoria, or art of memory, a collection 
			of concrete images that enabled the ancients to carefully store away 
			pieces of knowledge in their memory. These concrete images were created 
			through human thought and intuition; it was thought they might not be 
			very different in form from the phantasms. That was why, writes expert 
			on Renaissance magic Ioan Coulianu, the art of memory became “a technique 
			for the manipulation of phantasms, which rests on the Aristotelian principle 
			of the absolute precedence of the phantasm over speech and of the phantasmic 
			essence of the intellect.”6
Ficino, among others, gathered around 
			him every sort of talisman, charm, colored object, intricate occult 
			design, and even bars of music and, endlessly experimenting, tried to 
			discover which assortment of (usually fantastical, odd, and uncommon)
			phantasm-teasers could draw down the powers of heaven in some 
			specific way. Anything to do with ancient Egyptian hieroglyphics and 
			astrological signs (or Decans) might have power; Bruno even designed 
			his own Decans.
You could even, perhaps, feed the pneuma with something 
			that had little or no relationship to reality—and produce something 
			never before seen! Emblems, heraldry, all the vast panoply of late-medieval 
			and Renaissance designs—any of these might trigger an explosion of creative 
			translation in the pneuma. Coulianu writes, “Finally—and here is the 
			origin of the emblems, impresae and emblematic legends of the 
			Renaissance—phantasms can, as we have already said, stem directly from 
			the imaginative faculty without an objective support.”7 You could make them up, and the pneuma could make 
			them real.
Such techniques of astral magic did men like Jules-César 
			Scaliger, and very likely Marsilio Ficino, possibly master. Did Scaliger 
			pass this knowledge along to Michel de Nostradamus in Agen in the fall 
			of 1534? To inquire further, let us return to the life of Nostradamus.
			
The future seer is thought to have returned to Agen, 
			though perhaps he was never far from it. He married Adriète de Roques-Lobéjac. 
			This seems strange; the name is astonishingly close to that of Scaliger’s 
			wife, Andriète de Roques-Lobéjac. Nostradamus scholar John Hogue writes 
			that “skeptics have theorized that these biographers [giving that name] 
			mistake Nostradamus’s bride for that of Scaliger . . . there is a third 
			possibility—that Nostradamus’s “Adriète” was a relation of Scaliger’s 
			wife, perhaps a cousin or even a half-sister.”8
It’s believed that Adriète bore the 
			future seer a girl and boy. He practiced medicine in Port-Sainte-Marie, 
			twelve miles from Agen. Then tragedy struck. Nostradamus’s wife and 
			two children died in the plague, or such is the legend. The townspeople 
			excoriated Nostradamus; how could a physician so renowned for dealing 
			with the Black Death not save his own wife and children? The Inquisition 
			even wanted to talk to the physician-seer. He fled the area.
We do not know how much of this is true (for example, 
			Ian Wilson gives Scaliger’s wife’s name as Audriète, not Andriète); 
			we know only that, from shortly after he left the University of Montpellier, 
			a certain aura of the divine—a kind of mega-charisma—began to cling 
			about Nostradamus. From then on, legends of his powers were born and 
			have persisted despite the impossibility of any sort of historical proof. 
			Here is the most famous story of all, in the words of Martin Ebon:
			
After the death of his wife and children, 
			Nostradamus traveled widely. He went to Milan, Genoa and Venice. An 
			incident from this period suggests his prophetic powers. Nostradamus 
			is alleged to have knelt before a young and undistinguished village 
			boy, the Franciscan Friar Felix Peretti. When asked why he had humbled 
			himself in such a way, he is said to have replied, “Because I must bow 
			and kneel before His Holiness.” It is a fact that Peretti became Cardinal 
			of Montalto and, under the name of Sixtus the Fifth, was named Pope 
			in 1585.9
After some years Nostradamus would 
			reestablish himself in the town of Salon de Crau (now Salon-de-Provence) 
			with his second wife, Anne Ponsarde, who would bear him six children. 
			Nostradamus followed the release of the first batch of his Centuries 
			in 1552 with successive volumes appearing in almanac-like form.
Nostradamus’s “36,200 weird words of prophecy”10 eventually included more than eight Centuries
			for a total of perhaps 1,300 quatrains. From the beginning these 
			quatrains were wildly popular. They were made up of a bizarre mix of 
			old French, Latin, and classical rhetorical structures presented in 
			every sort of new and unexpected combination. You could read virtually 
			anything you wanted into these quatrains. As Ian Wilson suggests, we 
			cannot be certain if any of them—except for one, as we shall see—actually 
			ended up foretelling the future.
But were they verses at all?
Are they instead symbolic representations of phantasms, 
			meant to trigger reactions in our souls? Do they have an independent, 
			living reality all their own? Is that why, up through the centuries, 
			they have not lost their power to beguile?
There is one quatrain that indeed does seem to have 
			foretold an event, with striking and disturbing accuracy. The quatrain:
			
The young lion shall overcome 
			the old 
On the field of war in a single duel; 
He will pierce his eyes in a cage of gold. 
			
This is the first of two stages, followed by cruel 
			death.11
John Hogue tells the story:
By 1556 Nostradamus’ Les Prophecies
			was the rage at court. After Queen Catherine de’ Medici was shown 
			a quatrain predicting the death of her husband, King Henry II, in a jousting 
			accident, Nostradamus was summoned to Paris. His royal audience was 
			a success and he became an intimate occult friend to the Queen. Nostradamus 
			was safely ensconced in his Salon study when Henry II fulfilled that 
			prophecy in 1559. Following quatrain 35 of Century I to the letter, 
			Henry sustained a wooden splinter from the jousting shaft during the 
			tournament; it rammed through his helmet’s golden visor and plunged 
			behind his eye into his brain. On the night of his death, crowds gathered 
			before the Inquisitors, burning Nostradamus in effigy and demanding 
			the priests burn him in earnest. Only Nostradamus’s friendship with 
			Queen Catherine saved him.12
How did he manage to make this prediction? 
			Martin Ebon paints a picture of the seer at work, using details provided 
			by Nostradamus in his works.
The first edition of Centuries
			had been written, it would appear, in a trance-like state, while 
			Nostradamus was staring into a brass bowl filled with water that acted 
			as a divination device. He was listening to the voices of wisdom, to 
			spirits of the long dead, to his own memory of ancient Egyptian books, 
			to the combination of medical knowledge, mathematics, astrology and 
			astronomy, and to sacred as well as sacrilegious methods of divination 
			available to him, as he put it, because he “had received at birth certain 
			astral aspects which predisposed” him to prophecy, all of which “came 
			from God.” Of himself, he prophesized, “After my earthly passing, my 
			writing will do more than during life.”13
Does this description, taken largely 
			from his own words, constitute proof that Nostradamus practiced the 
			skills of astral magic after the fashion of, say, Marsilio Ficino, constructing 
			through experimentation replicates of phantasms? We can’t really tell. 
			For proof—if proof is possible at all—we must look to two other areas 
			in Nostradamus’s life: his career as the author of a series of bestselling 
			self-help, medicinal, pharmaceutical, and culinary arts books, and to 
			his translation into French of a strange, one-thousand-year-old book 
			called the Horapollo.
The hieroglyphics of ancient Egypt have never lost 
			their power to fascinate. Deciphered by Jean-François Champollion in 
			1822 and falling out of use in Egypt at the time of Christ, during the 
			intervening centuries they were thought by mystified commentators to 
			be the words of God. The Deity had delivered the symbols directly to 
			the priests of Egypt; “each image expressed each concept with matchless 
			clarity, because it was a natural [i.e., created by God], not a conventional 
			[i.e., invented by men], sign.”14
In Alexandria in the fifth century 
			A.D., a Hellenist named Horapollo wrote a manual, Hieroglyphica
			[Hieroglyphics], in which he identified, then interpreted, 
			these ancient pictures believed to be things and ideas in their simple, 
			eternal essence. The book was lost from sight for a millennium, showing 
			up in Italy during the Renaissance. Scholars flocked to translate it. 
			For some, the text—now called the Horapollo— was a collection 
			of mundane “emblems;” others believed, with the author, that each hieroglyph 
			contained an abstract thought in visual form originally emanating from 
			the mind of God. Among the latter were the astral magicians, who suspected 
			the symbols might be phantasms. In 1545, Nostradamus translated the 
			book with a commentary. His absorption in the text is one indication 
			he was plying the trade of astral magician.
There are also indications in some of Nostradamus’s 
			popular medicinal books that he was a practitioner of astral magic.
			
In 1572, two of the seer’s books containing recipes 
			for elixirs were published in German; this translation was published 
			in English in 1995 as The Elixirs of Nostradamus: Nostradamus’ Original 
			Recipes for Elixirs, Scented Water, Beauty Potions and Sweetmeats.
			The book contains thirty-nine preparations; here is one of them, 
			Nostradamus’s “composition for maintaining the health of the human body, 
			which is very potent and effective”:
Take the ground spice or the crushed 
			powder of sweet musk, of coral and of dissolved pearls, 150 chopped 
			gold leaves, blue lapis lazuli (which has been washed nine times and 
			prepared and likewise ground into fine powder). . . . If you can obtain 
			them [ones used by jewelers and goldsmiths], take as much as four drachms, 
			then a drachm each of offcuts or the residue from the five major gems 
			and excellent pearls, three drachms of fine ivory scrapings, one drachm 
			of fine unicorn [narwhal’s horn] scrapings, two lots of lots of bone 
			or gristle . . .15
Nostradamus makes extraordinary claims 
			for the curative value of this (to our eyes) outlandish potion:
Anyone who, each morning an hour-and-a-half 
			before a meal or snack, takes a drachm of this composition with good 
			white wine and malmsey, will be protected against all kinds of sickness 
			. . . if anyone takes it during an epidemic, he will not be infected 
			that day . . . if, mixed with alkanet water, it is taken by someone 
			in his last hour, when he is on the point of death and nature and his 
			sickness are doing battle with each other, it will so invigorate and 
			strengthen the person that the outcome and final judgment on the sickness 
			will be in the patient’s favor and nature will obtain the victory. . 
			. . In addition, if a woman would like to have children or heirs, it 
			so arranges the male member and the womb that both seeds unite and remain 
			in the bearing place until it is time for the birth.16
Nostradamus’s cures must have been 
			very expensive, as the following prescription for “making precious green 
			pomade” suggests:
If, however, you desire to make your 
			pomade something special, excellent and perfect, better than ever before, 
			then, during the sea-son when roses are growing and in bloom, take about 
			300 or 400 white ones, crush them with the pomade in a marble mortar 
			and, when you have done so, leave the mixture to stand for a day or 
			two. At the end of this period take a similar quantity of white roses, 
			crush them once more, as you have been instructed, and when you have 
			done this, put the whole into a pewter vessel, which is perfectly clean 
			and closes properly . . .17
Go to any florist’s shop today and 
			you will pay $4,000 for eight hundred white roses! That suggests that 
			Nostradamus catered to a very wealthy clientele. It also suggests that 
			Nostradamus didn’t mean for his patients to prepare these remedies at 
			all. Rather, he meant for the soul of the patient to be touched by the 
			arcane pictures he was painting of these various ingredients. Take for 
			example the image of eight hundred white roses being squeezed together 
			(and being boiled, as he says later in the recipe, inside a piece of 
			white silk that has never been used before). Is that image really simply 
			a symbol embodied in a hieroglyph, such as the translator of the 
			Horapollo might have encountered and which he might have regarded 
			as the eternal form of a concept emanating from God’s brain—and even 
			as the replica of a phantasm intended to draw down the healing powers 
			of heaven? Nostradamus often prescribed “unicorn scrapings” in his medicinal 
			concoctions. These were bone scrapings from the horn of a narwhal; this 
			medical ingredient was often used in Nostradamus’ time, for example 
			by the physicians who fought to prolong Martin Luther’s life as he lay 
			dying in 1546. Might not unicorn scrapings have also been a component, 
			drawn from one or another of the texts the astral magicians scoured, 
			of the replica of a phantasm evoked by the arts of the astral magician 
			to effect a healing?
It would be the subject of another long chapter to 
			discuss—which is more and more being discussed today—the many correspondences, 
			even borrowings, between the hieroglyphic images set forth in Nostradamus’s 
			translation of the Horapollo and his Centuries. If the 
			images described by Nostradamus in the Horapollo and in the
			Centuries come to us charged with the vital energy of an astral 
			magic that is able to touch the pneuma of a human being to effect cures 
			or enhance our prophetic powers— if this is so, then we should not be 
			surprised that the prophecies of Nostradamus have retained the power 
			to move us deeply and excite us.
Nostradamus also taught, in his various self-help 
			and medicinal books, the power of positive thinking. In this particular 
			field the seer had many competitors, and we are often not sure which 
			work is his. The dictums below may or may not come from the hand of 
			Nostradamus, but they are contemporary and are exemplary of what he 
			wrote:
	Beware of sleeping blood. That’s what makes 
				the organism get old. When your youth begins to fade into the past, 
				get in the habit of going for a good walk as early in the day as 
				you can.
				
		
	In winter as in summer, choose a very quiet 
				place, away from the crowd, and seek to get in touch with plants, 
				flowers, and birds.
				
		
	Walk slowly without getting upset. Your rhythm 
				doesn’t always have to be the same. The body must be flexible. Get 
				your muscles and joints working. But when you begin to get tired, 
				stretch your limbs and relax completely.
				
		
	If your head feels heavy, if there’s a bitter 
				taste in your mouth, if you’re having problems with your digestion, 
				it’s not enough just to take medicinal herbs. Every day you should 
				spend twice as much time walking as you do eating.
				
		
	Run through the woods alongside a stream. Stop 
				from time to time to breathe in deeply. While you’re relaxing, moisten 
				your forehead with fresh water. All this will help you get rid of 
				excess weight.
				
		
	It’s even recommended that you walk barefoot, 
				as direct contact of the soles of your feet with the ground loosens 
				up the intestines to do their work.18
	Drink water (containing fresh 
				sage and mint leaves) whenever you feel the need, but be very careful 
				to swallow just a bit at a time.
				
		
	Try to spend the day in a different place from 
				where you usually live.
				
		
	Don’t think about women when you’re fasting. 
				Love helps us live but also burns up too much energy.
				
		
	When the fast is over, don’t throw yourself 
				on your food. Drink, from a bowl, goat’s milk still warm from the 
				milking. The milk will purify your stomach and your intestines. 
				The day after the fast, eat only fruits and honey.19
	To digest a copious meal, have 
				joyful people brought to your table. A roar of laughter at the end 
				of a meal is the best digestive.
				
		
	Don’t envy someone who laughs all the time, 
				and don’t complain about someone who never laughs; they’re both 
				in bad health.
				
		
	Never miss a chance to laugh outright. An instant 
				of good humor will reconstitute your organism.
				
		
	Spontaneous laughter serves above all to preserve 
				the mind from pain and fear.
				
		
	If you know how to laugh spontaneously, you 
				have the strength to react against illness.
				
		
	Laughter acts beneficially on all the organs. 
				If you want to stay healthy, look every day for a good reason to 
				laugh.
				
		
	Joyous laughter is better than medication.20


Three
Ben Jonson (1572–1637)
The Occult as Confidence Game
[image: image]
Did the Elizabethan playwright Ben 
			Jonson visit China in the first decade of the seventeenth century?
			
Did the Chinese writer Fêng Mêng-lung visit London 
			around the same time?
To both questions, the answer is certainly no. In 
			the early seventeenth century China was virtually closed to the rest 
			of the world. It maintained trading relations with the West only through 
			trading posts in nearby Portuguese and Dutch colonies. London and Beijing 
			were five thousand miles apart, and travel between England and China 
			was carried out only by protected diplomats and seasoned traders.
How is it then that the plot of Ben Jonson’s comedy
			The Alchemist (1610) is exactly the same as the plot of the short 
			story “Khua Miao Shu Tan Kho Thi Chin” by Fêng Mêng-lung, who died in 
			1646? Dr. Joseph Needham brings this strange coincidence of alchemical 
			plots to light in volume 3 of his magisterial 
			history, Science and Civilization in Ancient China. Needham translates 
			the title of Fêng Mêng-lung’s story, published in a collection of stories 
			called Chin Ku Chhi Kuan (Strange Tales New and Old), with the 
			following couplet:
How Spagyrists [Alchemists] with 
			vaunted occult Art 
Cozen the Host and with his Gold depart.1
Dr. Needham begins his discussion 
			of the odd similarity of literary plots that are continents apart by 
			summerizing Jonson’s comedy:
In Jonson’s play a London gentleman, 
			Mr. Love-Wit, leaves his town house on account of the plague, with his 
			servant, Face, in charge, whereupon Face and the alchemist Subtle make 
			use of the premises for cheating a number of characters. These include 
			a wealthy citizen, Sir Epicure Mammon, a clerk and a shopkeeper, also 
			two puritans, Mr. Tribulation-Wholesome and Ananias, together with a 
			quarrelsome young man, Kastril, and his sister Dame Pliant—only Surly, 
			a gamester, disbelieves in the proceedings. In his text Jonson shows 
			considerable knowledge of the technical terms and concepts of alchemy. 
			Then Love-Wit returns unexpectedly, Subtle decamps with his consort 
			Doll Common, and Face arranges a marriage for Love-Wit with Dame Pliant.2
What exactly was this alchemy that 
			was practiced in England in the early seventeenth century (and also 
			as it was practiced, it would seem, in China)? Richard Westfall explains 
			in Never at Rest: A Biography of Isaac Newton (Sir Isaac was 
			also an alchemist) that “alchemists believed that life rather than mechanism 
			stands at the very heart of nature. All things are generated by the 
			conjunction of male and female; metals differ in no wise from the rest 
			of nature. Like everything else, metals grow in the womb of the earth—rather, 
			metal grows, for if we speak in strict terms, alchemy did not recognize 
			more than one metal. . . . Alchemists were trying to complete what nature 
			had left incomplete. They were growing gold.”3
Needham also summarizes Fêng Mêng-lung’s 
			story, in which a phony alchemist exploits exactly the same theoretical 
			structure described above. He tells us that a
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