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The Forbidden History, Celestial Philosophy, and Ritual World of the Greatest Grimoire of Astrological Magic
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A NOTE ON THIS STUDY
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This book is a work of historical, literary, and educational scholarship. It examines the Picatrix, a medieval Arabic and Latin text, as a document of intellectual history and the history of ideas. Descriptions of historical operations, including talisman-making, fumigation, invocation, and other ritual procedures, are included for purposes of documentary analysis only and should not be read as encouragement, recommendation, or practical guidance of any kind.

Readers are encouraged to approach the Picatrix as a philosophical and historical artifact, and to engage with its more ethically complex passages through the critical perspective appropriate to all serious study of esoteric literature. Nothing in this study constitutes instruction to perform any rite, ritual, or operation described in the original text.

Throughout this study, passages from the Picatrix are paraphrased and summarized for the purposes of scholarly commentary and analysis, with citations giving the relevant book and chapter references. Readers seeking complete translations of the primary text are directed to the critical Latin edition established by David Pingree (Warburg Institute, 1986) and to the English translation by John Michael Greer and Christopher Warnock (Adocentyn Press, 2011). All in-text citations of the form “Picatrix, Book [X], trans. Greer and Warnock (2011)” refer to this translation.

For those who look upward and wonder why the stars seem to know us.

Among all the books that have sought to gather the wisdom of the magical arts, none has announced its ambition more plainly than this one: to be the last book a student of the heavens and their powers would ever need.

— The Picatrix, Book One
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INTRODUCTION
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Few books in the entire history of Western civilization have been as influential, as feared, as misunderstood, and as genuinely extraordinary as the Picatrix. For centuries it circulated in fragments, in whispered references, in manuscript copies passed between scholars who would not always admit to possessing them. It was cited by alchemists, condemned by theologians, translated by kings, and studied by philosophers who stood at the very edges of the medieval world's intellectual frontiers. It contains astronomical theory, Neoplatonic philosophy, elaborate ritual instructions, talismanic magic of great complexity, and passages of mystical depth that have few parallels in any magical literature of any age.

The Picatrix originated in Arabic as the Ghayat al-Hakim, meaning "The Goal of the Wise" or "The Aim of the Sage." Written sometime around the tenth or eleventh century CE in al-Andalus, the Islamic civilization of what is now Spain, it was translated into Castilian Spanish under the patronage of Alfonso X of Castile, known as Alfonso the Wise, in the thirteenth century, and from that Castilian text into Latin, from which it spread through learned Europe with the quiet persistence of a river changing course over bedrock. In Latin it acquired the name by which it has been known ever since, a name whose ultimate derivation remains a matter of scholarly debate.

This book is a complete study of that extraordinary work. It is intended for the serious student: the historian of ideas who wants to understand where the Picatrix came from and what it drew upon; the student of Renaissance magic who wants to understand what Marsilio Ficino, Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa, and Giordano Bruno were reading; the practitioner who wants genuine understanding rather than surface sensation; and the general reader who simply wants to encounter one of the most extraordinary documents of human intellectual ambition that has ever been compiled.

The approach taken here is scholarly but not dry, analytical but not detached. The Picatrix rewards deep engagement. It is a text that grows more rewarding the more carefully it is read, and the more one understands of the traditions it synthesizes, the more astonishing the synthesis appears. It draws on Hermeticism, Neoplatonism, Stoic cosmology, Sabian astral religion, Islamic natural philosophy, Greek and Hellenistic magic, Indian astronomical traditions, and much more besides, weaving them into a single vast theoretical and practical framework.

The content of the Picatrix is represented throughout this study through close paraphrase and summary, with citations keyed to the relevant books and chapters of the Latin text. Readers who encounter this material here and wish to engage with the text in full are encouraged to consult the critical edition by David Pingree and the English translation by John Michael Greer and Christopher Warnock. The Picatrix rewards direct engagement, and that engagement begins with reading it whole.
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Chapter One

THE BOOK THAT FRIGHTENED SCHOLARS
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History, Origins, and the Long Life of the Ghayat al-Hakim

There is a passage in the Picatrix that has puzzled commentators for centuries. Early in the first book, after a dense preamble on the nature of wisdom and the hierarchy of the sciences, the text announces its own scope with a kind of intellectual audacity that is almost breathtaking:


The Picatrix announces itself from its opening lines as a work of singular ambition, declaring that it stands as the supreme achievement of magical knowledge and that it draws upon four hundred and twenty-four prior books of magic, synthesizing their contents into a single comprehensive work.

Picatrix, Book One, chapter 1, trans. Greer and Warnock (2011).


Four hundred and twenty-four books. Whether this number is to be taken literally or figuratively, it signals something important about the text's self-understanding and its actual character. The Picatrix is genuinely synthetic. It draws together an enormous range of sources, traditions, and intellectual currents into a single massive work, and the scale of that synthesis is one of its defining features. Understanding the Picatrix means understanding the world that produced it.

That world was al-Andalus in the tenth and eleventh centuries CE, the Islamic civilization established on the Iberian Peninsula following the conquest of 711 CE. By the time the Picatrix was written, al-Andalus had developed into one of the most sophisticated intellectual cultures in the world. Córdoba under the Umayyad caliphate had become a center of learning that rivaled Baghdad, Constantinople, and any city in Christian Europe. Libraries held hundreds of thousands of volumes. Scholars translated Greek scientific and philosophical texts into Arabic. Astronomers built instruments and compiled astronomical tables of extraordinary precision. Physicians, mathematicians, philosophers, and scholars of every description gathered in Córdoba, Toledo, Seville, and Granada.

Al-Andalus and the World of the Compiler

In this environment, the great Arabic translation movement had already transmitted an enormous range of Greek scientific and philosophical literature into Arabic. The works of Aristotle, Plato, Plotinus (under the title Theology of Aristotle), Porphyry, Iamblichus, and many others were available. Astronomical works by Ptolemy had been translated and extended. Medical texts by Galen and Hippocrates were standard. The full spectrum of Hellenistic magical and astrological literature, including works attributed to Hermes Trismegistus, to Apollonius of Tyana, and to figures both historical and legendary, had been absorbed into the Arabic intellectual tradition.

Into this extraordinarily rich environment came the question of who actually wrote the Picatrix. The attribution has been debated for centuries. The text itself, in some manuscript versions, names its author as Maslama ibn Ahmad al-Majriti, a renowned Andalusian mathematician and astronomer who died around 1007 CE. Al-Majriti was a real and well-documented figure of considerable distinction. He revised and extended the astronomical tables of al-Khwarizmi, wrote on astrolabes, and was associated with a circle of scholars in Córdoba. He is also credited with a shorter work on talismanic magic called the Rutbat al-Hakim, "The Rank of the Wise," which shares certain themes with the Picatrix.

However, the attribution to al-Majriti has been questioned by scholars since at least the twentieth century. The Egyptologist Martin Plessner, who made the most thorough study of the question, concluded that al-Majriti was probably not the author, and that the attribution may have been added later to lend the work authority. The true author or authors remain unknown. What is clear is that the compiler, whoever he was, had access to a remarkably wide range of sources and possessed both the philosophical sophistication to understand them and the practical orientation to synthesize them into a working magical system.

The sources drawn upon include Arabic translations of Greek astrological texts, including works attributed to Hermes Trismegistus, to Dorotheus of Sidon, and to Ptolemy. They include works from the Sabian religious tradition centered in Harran in northern Mesopotamia, a community that preserved late antique astral religion well into the Islamic period. They include philosophical works drawing on Neoplatonism, particularly the tradition flowing from Plotinus through Porphyry and Iamblichus. They include works on natural magic, on the properties of stones and plants and animals, and on the practical arts of talisman making and fumigation.

The Sabian connection deserves particular emphasis. The Sabians of Harran, who practiced a religion centered on the veneration of the celestial bodies, were crucial intermediaries in the transmission of Hellenistic astral religion into the Islamic world. The great ninth-century Sabian scholar Thabit ibn Qurra, who worked in Baghdad, translated numerous Greek scientific and philosophical texts into Arabic and was also associated with traditions of planetary magic. The Picatrix clearly draws on Sabian sources, and some scholars have argued that certain sections of the text preserve Sabian ritual practices that would otherwise be unattested.

The Alfonso Translation

The date of composition is generally placed in the tenth or eleventh century, with opinion divided between these two centuries. The Arabic text appears to have circulated initially in manuscript form among scholars interested in the borderlands between natural philosophy, astrology, and magic. It was not a text for general circulation. Its contents were the kind of thing that could attract unwanted attention from religious authorities, and the transmission history reflects a certain wariness.

The crucial moment in the book's European history came in 1256. King Alfonso X of Castile, a monarch of voracious intellectual appetite who had assembled an extraordinary court of Christian, Jewish, and Muslim scholars, commissioned a translation of the Ghayat al-Hakim into Castilian Spanish. Alfonso's translation projects were numerous and significant. Under his patronage, astronomical tables were compiled, works of history and law were written, and a wide range of Arabic texts on astrology, natural philosophy, and related subjects were translated. The Castilian Picatrix, known as the Picatrix en romance, was among the most ambitious of these projects.

The identity of the translator or translators is uncertain, as is true of many Alfonso translations. The work appears to have been a collaborative effort, and the resulting Castilian text shows signs of the kind of careful but sometimes puzzled engagement that characterizes translation from a tradition quite alien to the translators' own. Within a relatively short period, the Castilian text was translated into Latin, and the Latin Picatrix entered European learned culture.

The Latin Picatrix and Its Name

It is in Latin that the text acquired its mysterious name. The derivation of "Picatrix" has been the subject of considerable scholarly debate. The most straightforward suggestion is that it derives from Picatrix, a Latinization of "Buqratis" or "Buqratis," which is the Arabic form of "Hippocrates." On this reading, the title would mean something like "the Hippocratic," suggesting a comparison between this book's authority in magical science and Hippocrates' authority in medicine. Other scholars have proposed derivations from Arabic words meaning "wisdom" or "knowledge." The matter has never been definitively resolved.

What is certain is that the Latin Picatrix circulated widely in European learned circles from the thirteenth century onward. It appears in library catalogues. It is cited in philosophical and scientific texts. It influenced some of the most important figures in the development of Renaissance natural magic. Marsilio Ficino, who translated Plato and Plotinus into Latin and developed the foundational theory of Renaissance magic in his De Vita Coelitus Comparanda, knew and drew upon the Picatrix. Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa, whose Three Books of Occult Philosophy represents the most comprehensive synthesis of Renaissance magical theory, drew extensively on the Picatrix. Giordano Bruno, the visionary philosopher burned at the stake in 1600, incorporated Picatrix material into his elaborate system of memory and magic.

The manuscript tradition of the Latin Picatrix is complex. Numerous manuscript copies survive, and they differ from one another in significant ways, reflecting the kind of transmission history common to medieval texts, with scribal errors, deliberate changes, interpolations, and omissions. The first critical edition of the Latin text was not published until 1986, by David Pingree, whose meticulous work on that edition and on the text's history remains foundational for all subsequent scholarship. An English translation by John Michael Greer and Christopher Warnock, based on Pingree's edition, appeared in 2011 and made the text accessible to English readers for the first time in a serious scholarly form.

The Critical Edition and Modern Scholarship

The full Arabic text had been studied and partially edited earlier. Helmut Ritter published a critical edition of the Arabic Ghayat al-Hakim in 1933, and subsequent scholarship by Ritter and others established the main outlines of the text's Arabic sources and context. A complete English translation of the Arabic text by Hashem Atallah and William Kiesel appeared in 2002, allowing comparison between the Arabic original and the Latin version.

The differences between the Arabic and Latin versions are instructive. The Latin translators sometimes abbreviated passages, sometimes misunderstood the original, and sometimes altered material that seemed too explicitly connected to Islamic religious practice. They also, in some cases, preserved material that appears to have been lost from surviving Arabic manuscripts. The comparison of the two versions is an important tool for understanding the text's history and its content.

What both versions share is the central ambition of the work: to provide a complete theory and practice of astrological magic, grounded in a coherent philosophical framework and detailed enough to be of practical use. This ambition, pursued with unusual thoroughness and intellectual depth, is what has made the Picatrix indispensable to scholars of magic, astrology, and the history of ideas for the better part of a thousand years.

The Structure of the Four Books

The text's four books cover an enormous range. The first book deals with the philosophical foundations: the nature of the universe, the role of the celestial spheres, the science of astrology, and the theoretical basis for the operation of talismans. The second book provides extensive practical instructions for talismanic magic, including the properties of the planets, the figures of the mansions of the moon, and detailed instructions for making images and performing operations. The third book continues the practical instruction and includes extensive material on the spirits of the planets and methods for invoking or working with them. The fourth book addresses more advanced and theoretical matters, including the nature of the soul, the science of letters and numbers, and material on special operations and substances.

Through all four books runs a consistent philosophical vision: the universe is a living, intelligent system, animated by divine power and organized according to hierarchical principles. The celestial spheres are the primary intermediaries between the divine source and the material world. Astrology provides the science of how celestial bodies shape earthly events. Magic provides the means by which a skilled practitioner can work with those influences, drawing them down and fixing them in material forms. This vision has its roots in ancient philosophy and religion, and understanding it requires understanding those roots.

The question of why the Picatrix has remained compelling to so many readers across so many centuries deserves more than a passing acknowledgment. Texts survive because they serve functions that prove enduring. The Picatrix serves at least three distinct functions that have ensured its survival: it is a work of philosophy, offering a coherent account of the universe's structure and operation; it is a work of science, providing systematic analysis of celestial phenomena and their terrestrial effects; and it is a work of practical art, giving detailed guidance for procedures whose results were expected to be observable. These three functions reinforce each other in the text and explain its appeal to readers of very different temperaments and purposes.

The philosophical reader finds in the Picatrix one of the most complete expressions of the Neoplatonic and Hermetic vision of a living, ensouled cosmos, a universe in which mind and matter are different degrees of the same divine reality. This vision was compelling in the medieval Islamic world, in the Renaissance, and remains compelling to many contemporary readers for whom the mechanistic or materialist cosmology of modern science feels inadequate to the full range of human experience.

The scientific reader, approaching the text in its historical context, finds a sophisticated attempt to develop a systematic science of astral governance. The astrological framework that underlies the Picatrix was not superstition but a systematic attempt to understand the relationship between astronomical patterns and terrestrial events. It drew on extensive empirical observation, on mathematical precision, and on theoretical frameworks of considerable sophistication. That its conclusions are not accepted by modern science does not diminish its historical significance as an expression of the scientific impulse applied to the question of celestial governance.

The practical reader finds a text of striking specificity. The Picatrix does not offer vague general principles but detailed, step-by-step instructions for specific operations. This specificity has proven valuable to practitioners in every generation who have worked with the system, because it provides enough detail to allow real engagement with the tradition rather than mere imitation of its surface forms.

Understanding the historical context of the Picatrix also requires some understanding of the broader intellectual environment of medieval al-Andalus. The eleventh century, when the text was most probably composed, was a period of exceptional intellectual fertility in Islamic Spain. The great philosopher Ibn Hazm was active in Córdoba. The mathematician and astronomer al-Zarqali was developing his influential astronomical instruments and tables. The philosopher and physician Ibn Bajja, known in the Latin West as Avempace, was beginning the work that would make him one of the most important Aristotelian commentators in the Arabic tradition. The Picatrix emerged from this extraordinarily rich intellectual environment and reflects many of its characteristic concerns.

The transmission of the Picatrix from Arabic into Latin was part of the larger phenomenon of the twelfth-century and thirteenth-century translations that transformed European intellectual life. Before these translations, European scholars had access to only a small portion of the Greek philosophical and scientific heritage. The translation movement, centered primarily in Toledo, Sicily, and southern Italy, changed this dramatically. Over the course of roughly two centuries, the full range of Greek science and philosophy, together with the enormous additions and developments made by Arabic scholars, became available to Latin readers. The Picatrix was one of the later and more substantial products of this movement, and its arrival in Latin significantly enriched the magical and philosophical traditions available to European scholars.

Alfonso X's decision to commission a Castilian translation of the Picatrix reflects his broader intellectual ambitions. Alfonso combined active scholarly curiosity with his patronage, bringing serious intellectual engagement to the projects his court undertook. His Castilian translation projects served multiple purposes: they made knowledge accessible in a vernacular language rather than restricting it to Latin-literate clerics; they demonstrated the cultural sophistication of the Castilian court; and they preserved and transmitted knowledge that Alfonso evidently valued highly. The inclusion of the Picatrix among his translation projects suggests that he regarded astrological magic as a legitimate and important form of knowledge worthy of preservation and transmission.

The relationship between the Arabic and Latin versions of the Picatrix raises fascinating questions about translation practice and textual transmission in the medieval period. Translation in the medieval period was not the kind of rigorously faithful, word-for-word procedure that modern translators aspire to. Medieval translators felt free to abbreviate, to expand, to clarify, to substitute familiar references for unfamiliar ones, and to omit passages that seemed offensive, obscure, or inappropriate for their intended
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