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THE ISIAC TABLET OF CARDINAL BEMBO.




THIS curious relic of an age long past cannot fail to attract the
attention of every earnest student of the Mysteries; its beauty of
design, its careful execution, its obvious antiquity, its certain
connection with that most incomprehensible scheme of religion—the
Egyptian, all combine to fascinate the mind and stimulate the
intellect in a search for the explanation of the purpose and
meaning of this very elaborate pictorial work of Art.





Mysterious in its conception, of unknown origin, and of peculiar
workmanship, this Tablet merits examination and research.





From the time of the learned Orientalist Kircher, and of the
Classic Pignorius, many eminent archæologists and men of letters
have devoted their energies to the elucidation of the hidden object
of the designer, who must have been as erudite in all the arts and
wisdom of the Egyptians, as he was skilful in execution. The
well-known names of Montfaucon, Shuckford, Warburton, Keysler,
Caylus, the Abbé Banier, the Abbé Pluché, Jablonski, Kenneth
Mackenzie, Kenealy, Wilkinson, Eliphas Lévi, and Bonwick, all of
whom have ventured some opinions, are sufficient proof of the
worldwide interest that this Mensa Isiaca has aroused. Many years
have now passed away since the Author made a labour of love of the
drawing of the Tablet from which the Photogravure in this volume
was taken; and his drawing being finished, his work seemed
incomplete until he had supplied as its companion an explanatory
treatise, however scanty and imperfect it may be deemed. He begs
the indulgence of many a learned reader for its short-comings, and
if he has apparently undervalued the opinions of the modern school
of scientific Egyptology, it is only because of his conviction that
the Tablet is essentially of an Esoteric character, and therefore
insusceptible of ordinary methods of interpretation.





The Photogravure provided with this little volume, 10 ins. by
8ins., is of course much smaller than the original, which is
approximately 50 ins. in length, and 30 ins. in breadth.





So far as can be ascertained, the Tablet has not been engraved nor
printed in its entirety since 1719, when it was published in France
by Montfaucon, and it has never been printed in England.





The Isiac Tablet is of Bronze, the designs are inlaid upon its
upper surface, and are composed partly of silver and partly of a
dark coloured enamel, which has somewhat the tint of steel (niello
work). Some portions of the silver ornamentation are missing,
perhaps they have been removed by force for their intrinsic value,
during the turbulent Middle Ages, although it is possible they may
have become loosened and lost by accidental violence.





Around the whole Tablet is a border of small designs, or Limbus, as
Kircher called it; at each corner is a many-petalled rose-like
flower, these divide the Limbus into four portions; two vertical, a
right and left, and superior and inferior portions. Within this
border there are three principal horizontal divisions; the Upper
and Lower Regions are of equal depth, the Central Region is deeper
and is further subdivided.





The Upper Region presents Twelve principal erect human figures, and
several smaller designs.





The Lower Region presents Twelve principal more or less human
figures, of whom two, the second and eleventh, are standing in
porticoes; and two others are seated, the fifth and the eighth;
there are also interspersed among these, several smaller figures;
as a boy; a dog-headed human figure, a cat, a bird, and other
curious mystic designs.





The Central Region presents a Middle Grand Scene, extending over
two-thirds of the whole length, consisting of a Throned Female
under a Canopy, on each side of her is a triad. Each triad consists
of a Seated figure, a human attendant and a winged human figure;
there are also two birds in each lateral scene. At each extremity
of this Grand Scene are placed designs somewhat similar to each
other; each consists of an upper compartment, representing a Bull
with two attendants, and a lower portion representing two female
figures, one on each side of a Nameless object, whose formation can
be better grasped by sight than from description.





Between the Upper and Lower Regions runs a narrow line of
Hieroglyphics, this does not appear in the Photogravure, which from
its necessarily reduced size, would have rendered them illegible;
and within the Limbus runs all round a narrow design of wavy lines,
with occasional small flowers, vases, phalli; and masks or faces
interspersed.





The Letters which appear on the Photogravure do not belong to the
Tablet; they are the reference marks adopted by Kircher in his
scheme of explanation: most unfortunately the equally excellent
plate given by Pignorius has a different set of reference letters.
The only omission from the Photogravure is that of the series of
very small designs on the plain border of the Central Canopy and
its basement; these are all similar, and consist each one of a
square, a circle within it, and within the circle four diameters
dividing it into eight spaces.





It will not be necessary to describe each figure minutely, as the
plate can be referred to, and comments on each figure will be found
later on, especially in the detailed explanation of Kircher, and
the shorter references to other authors: many curious and esoteric
notes and suggestions of my own will be found scattered through
this volume, and are specially assigned to the conclusion.





The Title, heading the Photogravure, does not belong to the Tablet;
it is the superscription given by Kircher to his drawing of the
Tablet, and reads as follows:—A true and genuine copy of the Isiac
Tablet, or most ancient Brazen Tablet engraved with the Sacred
letters of the Egyptians, for the first time produced from the
Museum of Torquatus Bembo, in the year 1559, hence it is called
Bembine; Æneas Vicus of Parma, published it and dedicated it to
Ferdinand Cæsar the First. Athanasius Kircher, the Jesuit, devotes
this as a monument more enduring than brass, having reduced it to a
more convenient size, he is the interpreter of the same. Rome.
1654."





This most interesting and mysterious Tablet appears to have been
treasured in one of the palaces in Rome, at the time when the
Constable of Bourbon, in command of an army of the Emperor Charles
V. of Germany, over-ran Italy and sacked the city, in the year
1527.





It then fell into the hands of a blacksmith, or iron worker, who
sold it for a large sum of money to Cardinal Bembo. After his death
it came into the possession of the Dukes of Mantua, in whose
Treasure-house it figured as a relic of the past until 1630, when
Mantua was plundered and burnt by an army under one of the generals
of the Emperor Ferdinand II. It was then once more lost sight of,
and indeed many important authors state that it was never seen
again, but was probably destroyed by some of the ignorant soldiery,
in removing from its surface the silver plates for the purpose of
sale.





There is however at least one author who gives a correct account of
the history of the Tablet after the siege of Mantua in 1630;
all honour to Johann Georg Keysler, who published in 1740 his
Travels through Germany, Italy, and other countries. In his account
of the Palace in Turin, he says that when Mantua was plundered, the
Tablet fell into the hands of Cardinal Pava, who made a present of
it to the Duke of Savoy, by whom it was preserved. It was finally
presented to the King of Sardinia, in whose Palace at Turin, in
1730 it was made a great favour to him to be allowed to see it,
because it was very carefully guarded; he describes it as a pretty
large copper plate, with silver imagery inlaid, amid a blue steel
enamel. He states that Pignorius’ large plate is the real size, and
that Montfaucon has in his copy inverted it. (This is an error, but
Herwart de Hohemburg has done so).





The guide to Northern Italy by Murray states that the Tablet is now
exhibited in Turin at the Museum of Egyptian Antiquities: he gives
as the dimensions 4ft. 2ins. by 2ft. 5½ins. He states, without
giving authorities, that it was first discovered on Mount Aventine
in Rome at a spot where a Temple to Isis once stood. Having been
again lost at the sack of Rome it was refound in 1709 at Turin,
carried away to Paris in 1797 and returned to Italy at the peace;
he suggests that it was made in the time of the Roman Emperor
Hadrian.





Baedeker, also without quoting any authority, states that the
Tablet was first found in 1549 during the Papacy of Paul III at the
Villa Caffarélli at Rome.





Æneas de Vico, who published his splendid identical sized drawing
of the Tablet in 1559 at Venice, gives the following as the
title:—





"Vetustissimæ Tabulæ Æneæ Hieroglyphicis. Hoc est sacris Egyptiorum
literis cælatæ Typus. Quem ex Torquati Bembi Musæo an. MDLIX Æneas
Vicus Parmensis edidit, ac Imp. Cæs. Ferdinando dedicavit, nunc
denuo publicæ utilitalis ergo e tenebris in lucem prodit."





This volume has no history of the Tablet, nor any attempt at
description. A second edition appeared also at Venice in 1600,
published by Jacques Franco. (Caylus prints a copy of this one.)
John George Herwart de Hohemburg has also reproduced a drawing of
the Tablet in his work "Thesaurus Hieroglyphicorum," 1610, and a
diagram professing to explain it, in his "Admiranda Ethnicæ
Theologiæ Mysteria," 1625. In this latter book he suggests that the
Tablet is a sort of nautical map and that all the figures are
points of the compass.





So far as I have been able to ascertain, the oldest treatise on the
Bembine Tablet is that of Laurentius Pignorius, of Padua, published
at Venice in 1605, entitled, "An accurate explanation of the very
Ancient Brazen Tablet, engraved with the Sacred Figures of the
Egyptians;" it is furnished with a reduced size drawing of the
Tablet.





It is dedicated to Cæsar Baronius, a Cardinal under the Papacy of
Clement VIII. Pignorius, or Lorenzo Pignoria, as he was also
called, died in 1631, but another edition of his book was published
in 1669, by Andreas Frisius; he distinguishes the figures by means
of letters, and his plate is of full size. The plate of the first
edition has no letters of reference. Very unfortunately Kircher's
plate, published 1655, had a separate and different set of
reference letters, hence much confusion has arisen. The
Photogravure in this volume has the lettering of Kircher, and my
drawing is an accurate copy of the plate in the Œdipus Ægyptiacus.
Pignorius was a very learned classical scholar, and the author of
many valuable works on classical archæology, but he was somewhat
out of his depth in attempting an explanation of Egyptian theology.
His treatise in fact, is a study of Greco-Roman theology, with many
valuable classical references, apropos of the figures on the
Tablet, but is hardly an elucidation of them: he lacked the vast
Coptic, Arabic, and Hebrew information possessed by Kircher.
Pignorius did not claim to understand the Tablet, and confessed
that although he identified certain figures, he had not hit upon
the design of its author, and he does not make any attempt at a
detailed description of the plate itself, or even of all the
principal figures.





Athanasius Kircher in his Œdipus Ægyptiacus, A.D. 1654, has a very
long treatise explanatory of the Tablet; he commences with a short
history, and then passes on to a consideration of what use could be
made of it, deciding that it probably formed a mystic ornament in
the sanctum sanctorum, or adytum of some Temple in Egypt, for the
Egyptians, like the Hebrews, provided such secret chambers in which
the priests performed the most holy rites. Then follows a
philosophical argument on the meaning of the symbolism, but this is
short, because the meaning of each part follows later on. It
embodies the doctrine of the triple arrangement of the constitution
of the world, into Archetypal, Intellectual, and Sensible; the
Paternal Mind as a centre gives motion and animation to all things,
and marks every thing with the characteristic of Trinity.



"The universe is regulated from the Paternal Foundation through
three triads; this Foundation is variously called—The IYNX, Soul of
the World, The Pantomorphous Redeemer, and by Philo, The
Constructive Wisdom, and exists in the perfection of triads of
Pater, Potentia, and Mater or Mens, the Father, the Power, and the
Mother, or Design: co-existing with Faith, Truth, and Love. The
order, disposition, administration, and functions of the Divine
Powers are also shewn here, which are typified by the companions
and officers of the Divine and Supreme Mens, the Great Potentia,
and of the Paternal Iynx. Here are seen the Rectores Mundorum,
Rulers of the Worlds, each with his notable symbols, whether of
air, or of fire, or of material things. Here are also the Patres
Fontium, the Fathers of the Fountains, Sources, Origins, Causes,
whose care and duty it is, to decide and preserve the Principia,
the dominions, the elements of all things, and the inviolable Laws
of Nature."





Here, the curious reader may perceive the Zonia, and the Azonia,
divinities not bound to any certain sphere, each with proper
ornaments, and relegated to male and female forms. Indeed the
formation of the Tablet is such that it must also be effectual as
an amulet against evil influences.





He then describes the divisions of the Tablet, which need not be
repeated here, and points out eight special points of notice in the
figures, the head-dress, clothing, wands, and weapons,
hieroglyphics, the actions implied, the position, erect or seated,
and the form, sometimes animal, at others human, in other cases,
combined.





"The Egyptians considered the Divinity in two manners, as an
Eternal Existence, self-constituted and quite apart from
terrestrial concerns, or in connection with created objects which
it governs by ministering spirits, and secondary powers They
admitted a Triple essence of Deity, and also a triform secondary
divinity, as they had learned of Hermes Trismegistus. This Divinity
imprinted his seal upon all earthly things, both living and dead.
Upon this same essential plan was this Tablet constructed."





This system of Philosophy and Theosophy which Kircher associates
with the Isiac Tablet, is of an extremely occult character. It is
almost identical with that form which is ascribed to Zoroaster, as
founder of the Chaldean or Chaldaic system. It has many points in
common with the Kabbalistic scheme of the ancient Hebrews, which is
known to us chiefly through the medium of the Zohar and Sepher
Yetzirah. (A large portion of the former work is now for the first
time being translated into English and published by Mr. S. L.
MacGregor Mathers, and the latter has been translated from the
original Hebrew versions by myself.) This Sepher Yetzirah, as
Eliphas Levi pointed out, throws much light on this Tablet. The
Chaldean doctrines are fully described by T. Stanley the Elder, in
his History of Philosophy, 1740.





The Eternal Being is first, with an Emanation of Light and Fire;
then powers Æviternal and Incorporeal, in three orders: 1st,
Intelligible; 2nd, Intelligible and Intellectual; and 3rd,
Intellectual; and lastly Mortals.





In the second form are placed Fountains and Principles, and also
Azonia, or Unzoned Gods, not restricted to any particular sphere,
and the Zonia, or Deities restricted to special worlds; Angels and
Souls succeed these. The Pater, Potentia and Mens, so often alluded
to by Kircher are referred to the order of Intelligibles. The Iynx
(this word has in Greek several meanings—Passion, Desire, Magic
Wheel, a Charm, a Wryneck Bird) heads the second order of
Intelligibles and Intellectuals, to whom follow the Synoches and
the Teletarchs. The third order includes the Once Above, Hecate,
the Twice Above, the three Amilicti, and the Hypezocos, seven
Fountains of Power. Any further attempt at explanation would lead
us too far from the object of this volume. Proclus, Psellus,
Damascius, and Porphyrius should be consulted.





Kircher then proceeds to describe and explain, as follows:—





The Middle Region. In the centre is placed the most important
design, consisting of The Great Gate of the Gods, an architectural
canopy over a throne, on which is a seated figure. On the top of
the canopy are shewn diverging flames, below is a globe double
winged, then a second winged globe, a third is also seen below the
seat of the figure: around the sides of the canopy are a series of
squares, in which are circles with eight divisions. A column marked
with alternate black and white bands and surmounted by a head of
Isis, stands on each side of this canopy. Seated within is the
figure of a female, dressed from waist downwards with feather
markings, and having many closely placed breasts (not shewn in the
drawing); on her head a fillet, and a Numidian bird the Turkey
surmounting this, on its back a basket from which arise two Persea
leaves and two horns, these latter bound a disc on which is a
Scarabæus. In her right hand is a Lotus flowered sceptre and
her left hand is raised in attitude of command. Her seat is plain,
but a sitting Dog is engraved on it. Below her seat is another
design, an Abacus, within which lies a monster Nepher, part Lion,
part Hawk, a Canopus between its fore paws: behind it is seen a
Globe Winged and combined with a Serpent, over its head is a
crescent Moon, 'and a sun within it. On each side of the Canopy are
placed columns, and on each is a Serpent, as if as a guard.





There are Three principal figures on each side of the goddess, each
triad O Q R on the right, and X Y Z on the left, consists of one
seated figure, and two standing ones: note that O and Z are clothed
alike: R and X next the canopy have similar pedestals, wands and
head-dress: Q is Ibis headed, and Y is a seated .female human
figure.





This Central Canopy represents the diffusion of the Triform Supreme
Mens in the universal ways of the Three Worlds, from which process
of evolution this Sensible World or Universe emerges, called by
Plutarch the Borne of Horus, and by the Egyptians the Great Gate of
the Gods.





The diverging flames on the summit of the canopy mean the eternal
and incorruptible supreme Mens, full of Fire, Light, and Life: the
influence is communicated to the Intellectual, Sensible, and
Elementary Worlds, as pictured by the three winged globes.





The seated figure is the Supreme Mind, or PANTOMORPHOUS IYNX
Multiform Sphynx, or Logos, Word, or Soul of the World, and is
placed here in the middle, as in the Centre of Universal Nature.
The sitting posture denotes Power and Dominion., the Dog is drawn
on the seat, because the Isiac Iynx is associated with the Dog
Star, Sirius, or Sothis: the feather winged clothing of the limbs
denotes the sublime velocity of the higher powers: the abundance of
breasts denotes the unlimited powers of creation and preservation:
the necklets denote the celestial orbs in constant movement: the
fillet on the head, or covering, denotes the hidden procedure of
Nature, and the Turkey (the Numidian bird of Martial) of many
colors and spots, denotes the variety of created things. The Basket
denotes abundance, and the Persea denotes that Wisdom which
administers all events: the Horns denote the Moon, and the
Scarabæus and disc the Sun, the sceptre denotes that all things are
modelled after the pattern of the Paternal Mens, and the Lotus
means the unwearied procession alike by night and day, the raised
left hand denotes the ruling power whose every command is
fulfilled. This mother of Universal Nature the Egyptians called
ISIS, of her they indicted the inscription:—





"Ego Isis omne sum id quod est, et fuit, et erit, et meum peplum
nemo mortalium unquam retexit."





"I am Isis, I am all that is, that has been, and that will be, and
No Mortal has ever yet withdrawn my Veil."





The Squares and Quaternary, and the Octuple division of the
Circles, which form a design on the columns of the canopy, denote
the numbers 4 and 8, which together produce 12, the symbol of
Mundane Perfection. The alternate dark and white spaces on the
columns refer to the ever varying vicissitudes of terrestial
affairs. The two Serpents on standards are Ophionian Agathodæmons,
Good Divinities, they indicate the life of earthly being, vegetable
and animal, which need heat and moisture. The Abacus below means
the Elementary World, The Lion T with the black veil is the Earth,
the Hawk head refers to Elementary Fire: the Moon and notable star
the Sun, point out that all things below are influenced by Luni
Solar power: the Canopus means Elementary Water; a bi-partite flame
above and two feathers denote Elementary Air, meaning that Water by
Heat becomes vapour. The Kuklo-ptero-morphos, or Serpent Winged
Globe means that all this Elementary World is animated and
preserved by the power of the Supreme Triform Deity. The Elementary
World is also called Hyle by the Greeks.





The hieroglyphics of the upper set in face of the IYNX read as
follows:—The entrance to the quadripartite world, through which the
Pantomorphous Soul of the World Both enter, it penetrates all
things with the eye of divine Providence, bestows the sphere of
life by flowing both through the four parts of the superior world,
and through the five gates of the inferior. world. The lower group
reads thus:—The Barrier of the portals of the Superior and Inferior
Worlds, of which the chain of the Zones is removed by the
Ibimorphous Agathodæmon. (N. B. Kircher's translation of the
hieroglyphics must be taken with all caution, as the secret
language of the hieroglyphics has been lost since the period of the
Ptolemies, until the last few years.) Orpheus has well described
the Pantomorphous Nature Mother in the lines commencing:—





Natura omnium mater Dea, artificiosa mater;

Suscitatrix, honorabilis, multa creans Dæmon Regina.



Nature, all-parent, ancient and divine

O much mechanic Mother! art is thine

Heavenly, abundant, venerable Queen

In every part of thy dominions seen.



The Two Serpent figures Y and W, with the central Sphynx T form the
Ophionian Agatho-demonic Triad, or Serpent Good Deities, the
symbols of the Pantomorphous Spirit of the World, acting in the
Three Spheres, Intellectual, Ethereal, and Elementary. Of the two
lateral triads, Q and Y are Patres seated, R and X Potentiæ, O and
Z the Mentes, the faces of all are turned towards the Great
Mens.





Q is Ibimorphous, a Male divinity with the head of the bird Ibis.
This is Hermanubis, the Mercury of the Romans, Hermes of the
Greeks; the Ibis head denotes Deity of Moisture; the tesselated
chair points out the ever changing states of nature, day and night,
heat and cold, etc. Orpheus wrote:—





"Qui Mundi habenas tenet, variegatâ, sede splendidus."

"Who holds the reins of the world, splendid on his variegated
throne."





The Quail pictured on the seat is a symbol of adversity, through
which the general good of the universe is consummated. The Crux
ansata of the Right Hand shows the influx of virtue from above, and
the Isis headed wand, the power delegated by Isis, Pantomorphous
Nature Goddess. Of the head-dress the flames denote the power of
heat; the serpents, life; the feathers, velocity and subtility; and
the floral centre, fecundity.





The two Crocodiles below the throne denote the evil powers of
Typhon under the subjection of the Ibis.





The eighteen divisions of the footstool denote the eighteen cubits
rise of the Nile; which confers the acmé of fertility, and the Ibis
Thoth is the Nile deity. O is the Mens of the Triad, is a female
with a full breast, she has long wings reaching to the ground, her
feather wand denotes dominion over airy powers, and the vase on the
pedestal, the nourishment by the Nile water, the hieroglyphics
above read:—"The airy good genius of all nature, communicates its
power by moisture so fecundating it." P is an Andro-sphynx, the
fiery nature deity, and the hieroglyphics read:—"The divine arbiter
by his power impresses with his seal the heavenly life." R is the
executor of the commands of this triad, he is almost naked and his
legs apart as in motion on his pedestal we read:—"He penetrates
with the greatest celerity through the celestial sphere, through
the moist Kingdom of Momphta, and the sacred Ibimorphous lakes." S
is a flying Hawk it holds a circle and a rod, and refers to the
power of heat, supplied by the archetypal Fire of the Supreme
Mens.





This whole triad denotes Masculine Potency, Active agents, while on
the other hand X Y Z are Feminine, and Passive; but neither of them
so in totality, but for the present purpose; for the Egyptians
considered a deity to be bisexual, or asexual, yet becoming either
active or passive, male or female as specially required.





Here then we find the presiding Pater of the Triad to be a female,
she is Nephta, throned and with a flowery head-dress, a kneeling
figure beneath the seat, and on the pedestal is a Lion the symbol
of Momphta, the rising Nile. On her head with triple flower
symbols, is a winged scarabæus beetle, type of the fecundating
power of the Sun.





Z is a similar form of Mens to O, with long wing and vase on a
pedestal before her, her breast is full of milk. X differs from R
the corresponding figure, it is a female also with the tumid
breast, and a head-dress with globe, serpents, and feathers. α and
β are companion figures, the Numidian Turkey and a Hawk.





The Iynx of Chaldea, or Soul of the World, or Paternal Word, is
also called by the Egyptians, Hemphta.





The Azonian Hecatine Triad, L M N. This triad contains three
Mentes, named in Greek, Triecdotis, Komas, and Ecclustiké, while
the Azonian gods are Serapis, Bacchus, and Osiris. The centre of
all influxes is denoted by the head M, female with black veil and
white ears, three necklets, and a great doorway of the world on her
head. She is Isis under the form of Hecate, a type of the Great
Pater, her white ears are canine, the dog was sacred to her. She
was the faithful guardian and preserver of earthly treasures.
Because the sensible world is subject to many changes, it is marked
by the Lotus flowered column, by it are two heliotrope flowers,
denoting the Solar motion, and the particolored column also points
out the alternating states caused by the Solar motion: the column
stands in a cordiform pedestal for a mysterious reason The
attendants L and N are called by Psellus Triecdotis and Komas their
breasts are pendulous with their abundance of milk, they have
triple collars, relating to the animal, vegetable and mineral
natures.





The Serapean Triad, ζ Zeta, η eta, and θ theta, is named from the
head of monstrous shape marked H, this is the Pater, Zeta is the
Mens, theta the Potentia: this is the Fontane triad of Faith, Truth
and Love. Serapis is the Sun below the horizon, subterraneous,
which the Greeks called Pluto and Dis, exercising authority over
all the lower world. On his head are three feathers, of the triform
deity, close by are drawn a Frog sitting on a Persea flower, and a
Cynocephalus with a Moon above its head. The attendants stand one
on each side of a similar mysterious column, as in the Hecatine
picture, and the whole has a similar meaning.





The Isiac Triad is placed over the Hecatine, in it we see the white
and black Bull Mnevis, fecund deity of Omnipotent Nature: and the
Osirian Triad is placed over the Serapean, in it is a White Bull or
Apis, the one specially Lunar, the second Solar, and they have a
relation to agriculture. The attendant K is Triptolemus holding a
cup and a bovine phallus, G is Maro, the words above are:—The
propagator of the celestial fluid to lower beings. The other two
attendants are similar. Pignorius names the two bulls, Onuphis and
Menuphis.





Kircher then sums up the objects in the Middle Region as
follows:—





The first Triad of the Fiery Archetypal World, the Triform World of
Life, and the Uncreated World bring forth seven triads,—Genii of
the Universe:—






	
Iyngean,
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