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    At the heart of William Godwin’s Lives of the Necromancers lies the restless friction between humanity’s longing to command the unseen—especially death itself—and the steady, skeptical light that history and reason cast upon those claims, a friction that exposes how wonders are fashioned, how authority sanctifies or punishes them, and how stories about magic pass from rumor to record, from edifying cautionary tale to enthralling legend, tracing a centuries-long dialogue in which desire, fear, curiosity, and power continually reshape what counts as knowledge and what must be condemned as imposture, credulity, or the dangerous seduction of the marvelous.

First published in 1834, this work belongs to the tradition of nonfiction intellectual history and biographical compendium, presenting a chronologically arranged survey of figures reputed for magical arts across antiquity, the medieval world, and the early modern period. Godwin writes not as a collector of spells but as a historian of ideas, gathering anecdotes, testimony, and learned commentary to chart how necromancy, astrology, alchemy, and allied practices were imagined. Its setting is not a single locale but a long historical vista in which courts, monasteries, marketplaces, and laboratories appear as stages on which the occult is claimed, disputed, regulated, and remembered.

The premise is simple yet capacious: to recount the lives and legends of those said to converse with spirits, foretell destinies, or command hidden forces, and to weigh the evidences that turned rumor into fame. The reading experience is that of a patient guide whose voice remains lucid, skeptical, and humane, offering narrative portraits interleaved with explanatory digressions. Godwin’s style favors measured cadence and careful distinctions; he neither indulges sensationalism nor dismisses fascination. Instead, he cultivates a reflective tone, inviting readers to inhabit the historical imagination that made sorcery plausible while continually returning to the sober demands of critical judgment.

Running through the book is an inquiry into why societies credit extraordinary claims and how such credulity intersects with authority, punishment, and hope. Godwin considers the perennial appeal of promises to heal, predict, or transcend mortality, alongside the mechanisms that validate or discredit those promises: patronage, testimony, ritual, and law. He shows how the occult can function as a language for ambition and resistance, yet also as an instrument of control. The result is a study of belief as social energy, where fear and wonder shape reputations, and where the boundary between philosophy and imposture is drawn, erased, and redrawn.

For contemporary readers, the book resonates as a meditation on information, persuasion, and the ethics of attention in an age saturated with competing explanations. Its case studies model how narratives gain traction, why communities defend them, and what evidence is accepted or excluded. Godwin’s vigilance about sources anticipates modern habits of fact-checking, while his sensitivity to the imaginative needs of a culture clarifies why disbelief alone rarely persuades. The volume thus speaks to current debates about expertise, conspiracy, and the cultural afterlives of legend, showing how critical inquiry can coexist with a humane curiosity about the stories people live by.

Readers encounter a sequence of portraits that build cumulatively rather than climaxing, so the rewards lie in comparison, context, and the gradual sharpening of criteria. The survey chiefly follows Western and Near Eastern materials familiar to English scholarship of its time, and its method foregrounds what can be gleaned from chronicles, biographies, and theological or philosophical debate. Godwin pauses to analyze claims but keeps the narrative moving, so episodes feel like windows onto changing intellectual climates. The tone remains courteous toward believers while grounded in scrutiny, making the book approachable for general readers and useful as a companion to broader historical study.

Approached in this spirit, Lives of the Necromancers offers more than a gallery of curiosities; it is an anatomy of the ways people seek to master uncertainty and narrate the unknown. Godwin’s early nineteenth-century vantage point supplies both distance and clarity, allowing the myths to be seen without condescension and the evidence to be tested without zealotry. The book endures because it respects the imaginative impulse while insisting on accountable reasoning. To read it today is to witness the enduring contest between fascination and verification, and to learn how careful history can illuminate even the darkest chambers of collective belief.
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    Lives of the Necromancers, published in 1834 by William Godwin, presents a chronological inquiry into persons reputed to command supernatural arts and the societies that credited them. Drawing on chronicles, classical authors, ecclesiastical writings, legal records, and learned treatises, Godwin compiles portraits that range from solemn tradition to notorious rumor. He uses necromancers as a capacious category, encompassing divination, conjuration, astrology, alchemy, witchcraft, and kindred practices. Throughout, his tone is probing and sober, attentive to testimony yet wary of exaggeration. The book’s narrative progresses across eras, tracing how claims to hidden power arose, spread, and were contested within shifting intellectual, religious, and political contexts.

In antiquity and scriptural times, Godwin surveys the reputations of Egyptian priests, Chaldean astrologers, and the magi, alongside Greek oracles and Roman wonder-workers, to show how authority intertwined with ritual secrecy and spectacle. He considers biblical and early Christian episodes often cited in discussions of forbidden arts, including the consultation at Endor and controversies surrounding figures like Simon Magus. Classical skeptics and lawgivers supply countercurrents, as do episodes of state control over divination. The result is a layered picture in which priestcraft, philosophy, and popular credulity mingle, establishing patterns of explanation and doubt that will echo through subsequent centuries of magical attribution.

Moving into the medieval West, the book follows the tightening and loosening of boundaries set by church doctrine, noting both denunciations of sorcery and the persistence of wonder tales around learned men. Godwin recounts how translations from Arabic and Greek enriched Latin Europe with occult sciences and technical lore, while stories clustered around scholars whose skills seemed uncanny. Legends attached to figures such as Albertus Magnus, Roger Bacon, and Michael Scot illustrate the ambiguity between experimental inquiry and conjuring. He observes how handbooks and recipes circulated, local seers maintained reputations, and authorities alternately tolerated, regulated, or punished practices perceived as trafficking with spirits.

Renaissance humanism and the revival of Hermetic and Cabalistic writings bring a new phase, in which natural magic, alchemy, and astral speculation claim philosophical respectability. Godwin profiles celebrated and contested names—Cornelius Agrippa, Paracelsus, Johannes Trithemius, Nostradamus, and the partnership of John Dee with Edward Kelley—highlighting courts, patrons, and apparatuses that framed their pursuits. Prophecies, elixirs, and angelic colloquies appear beside painstaking experiments and mathematical arts. The narrative emphasizes the porous boundary between curiosity and credulity: how scholarly rhetoric could shield audacity, how practical achievements lent credit to bolder claims, and how the appetite for hidden knowledge nourished both reforming science and occult survivals.

Against this learned current, Godwin sets the tumult of European witchcraft persecutions, where village healers, midwives, and accused sorcerers faced tribunals shaped by demonological theory. He sifts testimonies, manuals, and verdicts, attentive to the pressures that produced confessions and to the interpretive frames that transformed local disputes into diabolic conspiracies. Differences between ceremonial conjuration and household charms blur under suspicion, while remedies and superstitions coexist in everyday life. By charting regional variations and shifts in legal standards, the book reveals how fear, theology, and jurisprudence combined to create spectacles of guilt, and how skepticism, though present, struggled for authority in courts and communities.

The seventeenth and eighteenth centuries introduce new tensions, as experimental philosophy rises yet rumors of adepts, Rosicrucian fraternities, and visionary illuminations persist. Godwin traces the recalibration of credibility: astrologers lose ground at universities even as alchemical laboratories still flicker; secret societies and enthusiasts repackage old claims in fresh idioms; popular tales of second sight and haunted countrysides endure. Print culture amplifies both exposure and allure, enabling debunkers and apologists to contend in pamphlets and salons. Cases of imposture and self-deception sit alongside sincere seekers, and the period’s controversies foreshadow later debates over psychology, fraud, and the threshold where extraordinary testimony meets public reason.

Across these episodes, Godwin’s overarching argument treats magical lives as mirrors of human desire, fear, and ambition, as well as instruments of authority and resistance. He favors naturalistic interpretation without denying the imaginative power of the marvelous, asking why certain stories compelled belief and how institutions managed, exploited, or opposed them. The culmination links the decline of overt credulity to changes in evidence, education, and civil liberty, while acknowledging survivals that adapt to new vocabularies. As an early, wide-ranging English compendium of occult biography, the work endures for its disciplined curiosity and humane skepticism, inviting reflection on belief, proof, and cultural memory.
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    Published in London in 1834, William Godwin’s Lives of the Necromancers is a late work by the radical philosopher best known for An Enquiry concerning Political Justice (1793) and the novel Caleb Williams (1794). Writing in the wake of the Enlightenment and into the early Victorian era, Godwin brings a rationalist’s skepticism to a historical survey of those reputed to wield magic or converse with the dead. His vantage point was shaped by decades in Britain’s reformist print culture and by associations with figures such as Mary Wollstonecraft and Percy Bysshe Shelley, fostering an approach that weighs testimony, institutions, and power behind claims of supernatural authority.

Godwin situates the earliest traditions in the ancient Near East, Egypt, Greece, and Rome, where priests, prophets, and magi mediated between human and divine. Classical authors such as Herodotus, Pliny the Elder, and Apuleius recorded practices from divination to necromancy, while Roman law, including the lex Cornelia and later imperial edicts, punished harmful sorcery and poisoning. Early Christian writers denounced pagan magic and sought to distinguish miracles from illicit arts. These sources allowed Godwin to assess how civic authority and religious office legitimized or condemned extraordinary claims, setting a foundation for his long view of credulity, learned magic, and policing of ritual knowledge.

In medieval Europe, institutions of learning and faith framed discussions of occult practice. The Canon Episcopi, circulating from the tenth century, expressed skepticism toward night-flying witches, yet later scholastic theology and canon law gradually hardened attitudes. Monastic and university milieus studied Aristotle and Arabic commentaries, and Latin grimoires elaborated ritual necromancy, often among clerics versed in liturgy. Ecclesiastical courts and, in some regions, inquisitorial tribunals investigated alleged maleficium. By tracing manuscripts, sermons, and legal texts, Godwin shows how learned ritual, folk belief, and doctrinal boundaries interacted, revealing the church’s dual role as custodian of knowledge and prosecutor of heterodox or harmful practices.

Early modern Europe witnessed intensified prosecutions for witchcraft and sorcery, shaped by theology, law, and state-building. Pope Innocent VIII’s bull Summis desiderantes (1484) and the Malleus Maleficarum (1487) informed demonological discourse, while secular statutes such as England’s Witchcraft Acts (1542, 1563, 1604) created criminal frameworks later repealed in 1736. Trials peaked in many regions between roughly 1560 and 1630, with notorious outbreaks like the Salem proceedings of 1692–1693 in colonial Massachusetts. Skeptical voices, including Johann Weyer and Reginald Scot, critiqued confessions extracted under torture and the evidentiary basis for charges. Godwin leverages these debates to examine authority, proof, and fear.

Renaissance courts and universities sponsored pursuits that blurred natural philosophy and occult art. Thinkers such as Marsilio Ficino and Pico della Mirandola framed astral and ceremonial magic within Neoplatonism; Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa’s De occulta philosophia appeared in 1533. Paracelsus challenged scholastic medicine with chemical remedies, while John Dee combined mathematics, navigation, and angelic conversations under princely patronage in England and Central Europe. The printing press diffused grimoires and polemics, and Rosicrucian manifestos stirred controversy in the seventeenth century. Godwin reads these careers as case studies in reputation, patronage, and the porous boundaries between experiment, divination, and learned ritual.

The Scientific Revolution and Enlightenment reshaped the intellectual landscape Godwin inherited. The Royal Society, founded in 1660, promoted experimental philosophy, even as figures like Isaac Newton pursued alchemical studies alongside mathematics and physics. Philosophers such as Pierre Bayle and David Hume pressed skeptical inquiry, with Hume’s 1748 essay on miracles challenging the credibility of extraordinary testimony. In Britain, the Witchcraft Act of 1736 decriminalized witchcraft per se and targeted fraudulent pretenses. Popular education expanded through societies and periodicals. Godwin writes from within this culture of scrutiny, collating sources to evaluate when marvels reflect error, imposture, coercion, or misunderstood natural phenomena.

By the 1820s and 1830s, Britain saw surges of Gothic taste, antiquarian interest, and popular science. Sir Walter Scott’s Letters on Demonology and Witchcraft (1830) exemplified contemporary efforts to historicize belief. Debates on phrenology and animal magnetism circulated widely, while cheap print broadened audiences for extraordinary tales. Against this backdrop, Godwin’s compilation of lives addresses enduring curiosity about magic without endorsing romantic mystification. He cross-references chronicles, trial records, and treatises, speaking to readers accustomed to both sensational narratives and empirical rebuttals. The book thus enters a crowded marketplace of explanatory histories, positioning reasoned appraisal as an antidote to credulity.

Lives of the Necromancers ultimately reflects and critiques its age by treating supernatural reputations as historical data shaped by institutions, incentives, and error. The work aligns with reform-era values—after the 1832 Reform Act, public debate increasingly challenged inherited authorities—yet it retains fascination with the extraordinary that animated Romantic culture. Godwin emphasizes documentary evaluation over marvel, drawing lessons about persecution, evidentiary standards, and intellectual freedom. By tracing a long arc from ancient priesthoods to modern skepticism, he articulates a narrative of moral and epistemic responsibility, inviting readers to judge past legends while scrutinizing the social forces that sustained them.
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The main purpose of this book is to exhibit a fair delineation of the credulity of the human mind. Such an exhibition cannot fail to be productive of the most salutary lessons.

One view of the subject will teach us a useful pride in the abundance of our faculties. Without pride man is in reality of little value. It is pride that stimulates us to all our great undertakings. Without pride, and the secret persuasion of extraordinary talents, what man would take up the pen with a view to produce an important work, whether of imagination and poetry, or of profound science, or of acute and subtle reasoning and intellectual anatomy? It is pride in this sense that makes the great general and the consummate legislator, that animates us to tasks the most laborious, and causes us to shrink from no difficulty, and to be confounded and overwhelmed with no obstacle that can be interposed in our path.

Nothing can be more striking than the contrast between man and the inferior animals. The latter live only for the day, and see for the most part only what is immediately before them. But man lives in the past and the future. He reasons upon and improves by the past; he records the acts of a long series of generations: and he looks into future time, lays down plans which he shall be months and years in bringing to maturity, and contrives machines and delineates systems of education and government, which may gradually add to the accommodations of all, and raise the species generally into a nobler and more honourable character than our ancestors were capable of sustaining.

Man looks through nature, and is able to reduce its parts into a great whole. He classes the beings which are found in it, both animate and inanimate, delineates and describes them, investigates their properties, and records their capacities, their good and evil qualities, their dangers and their uses.

Nor does he only see all that is; but he also images all that is not. He takes to pieces the substances that are, and combines their parts into new arrangements. He peoples all the elements from the world of his imagination. It is here that he is most extraordinary and wonderful. The record of what actually is, and has happened in the series of human events, is perhaps the smallest part of human history. If we would know man in all his subtleties, we must deviate into the world of miracles and sorcery. To know the things that are not, and cannot be, but have been imagined and believed, is the most curious chapter in the annals of man. To observe the actual results of these imaginary phenomena, and the crimes and cruelties they have caused us to commit, is one of the most instructive studies in which we can possibly be engaged. It is here that man is most astonishing, and that we contemplate with most admiration the discursive and unbounded nature of his faculties.

But, if a recollection of the examples of the credulity of the human mind may in one view supply nourishment to our pride, it still more obviously tends to teach us sobriety and humiliation. Man in his genuine and direct sphere is the disciple of reason; it is by this faculty that he draws inferences, exerts his prudence, and displays the ingenuity of machinery, and the subtlety of system both in natural and moral philosophy. Yet what so irrational as man? Not contented with making use of the powers we possess, for the purpose of conducing to our accommodation and well being, we with a daring spirit inquire into the invisible causes of what we see, and people all nature with Gods “of every shape and size” and angels, with principalities and powers, with beneficent beings who “take charge concerning us lest at any time we dash our foot against a stone,” and with devils who are perpetually on the watch to perplex us and do us injury. And, having familiarised our minds with the conceptions of these beings, we immediately aspire to hold communion with them. We represent to ourselves God, as “walking in the garden with us in the cool of the day,” and teach ourselves “not to forget to entertain strangers, lest by so doing we should repel angels unawares.”

No sooner are we, even in a slight degree, acquainted with the laws of nature, than we frame to ourselves the idea, by the aid of some invisible ally, of suspending their operation, of calling out meteors in the sky, of commanding storms and tempests, of arresting the motion of the heavenly bodies, of producing miraculous cures upon the bodies of our fellow-men, or afflicting them with disease and death, of calling up the deceased from the silence of the grave, and compelling them to disclose “the secrets of the world unknown.”

But, what is most deplorable, we are not contented to endeavour to secure the aid of God and good angels, but we also aspire to enter into alliance with devils, and beings destined for their rebellion to suffer eternally the pains of hell. As they are supposed to be of a character perverted and depraved, we of course apply to them principally for purposes of wantonness, or of malice and revenge. And, in the instances which have occurred only a few centuries back, the most common idea has been of a compact entered into by an unprincipled and impious human being with the sworn enemy of God and man, in the result of which the devil engages to serve the capricious will and perform the behests of his blasphemous votary for a certain number of years, while the deluded wretch in return engages to renounce his God and Saviour, and surrender himself body and soul to the pains of hell from the end of that term to all eternity. No sooner do we imagine human beings invested with these wonderful powers, and conceive them as called into action for the most malignant purposes, than we become the passive and terrified slaves of the creatures of our own imaginations, and fear to be assailed at every moment by beings to whose power we can set no limit, and whose modes of hostility no human sagacity can anticipate and provide against. But, what is still more extraordinary, the human creatures that pretend to these powers have often been found as completely the dupes of this supernatural machinery, as the most timid wretch that stands in terror at its expected operation; and no phenomenon has been more common than the confession of these allies of hell, that they have verily and indeed held commerce and formed plots and conspiracies with Satan.

The consequence of this state of things has been, that criminal jurisprudence and the last severities of the law have been called forth to an amazing extent to exterminate witches and witchcraft. More especially in the sixteenth century hundreds and thousands were burned alive within the compass of a small territory; and judges, the directors of the scene, a Nicholas Remi[1], a De Lancre, and many others, have published copious volumes, entering into a minute detail of the system and fashion of the witchcraft of the professors, whom they sent in multitudes to expiate their depravity at the gallows and the stake.

One useful lesson which we may derive from the detail of these particulars, is the folly in most cases of imputing pure and unmingled hypocrisy to man. The human mind is of so ductile a character that, like what is affirmed of charity by the apostle, it “believeth all things, and endureth all things.” We are not at liberty to trifle with the sacredness of truth. While we persuade others, we begin to deceive ourselves. Human life is a drama of that sort, that, while we act our part, and endeavour to do justice to the sentiments which are put down for us, we begin to believe we are the thing we would represent.

To shew however the modes in which the delusion acts upon the person through whom it operates, is not properly the scope of this book. Here and there I have suggested hints to this purpose, which the curious reader may follow to their furthest extent, and discover how with perfect good faith the artist may bring himself to swallow the grossest impossibilities. But the work I have written is not a treatise of natural magic. It rather proposes to display the immense wealth of the faculty of imagination, and to shew the extravagances of which the man may be guilty who surrenders himself to its guidance.

It is fit however that the reader should bear in mind, that what is put down in this book is but a small part and scantling of the acts of sorcery and witchcraft which have existed in human society. They have been found in all ages and countries. The torrid zone and the frozen north have neither of them escaped from a fruitful harvest of this sort of offspring. In ages of ignorance they have been especially at home; and the races of men that have left no records behind them to tell almost that they existed, have been most of all rife in deeds of darkness, and those marvellous incidents which especially astonish the spectator, and throw back the infant reason of man into those shades and that obscurity from which it had so recently endeavoured to escape.

I wind up for the present my literary labours with the production of this book. Nor let any reader imagine that I here put into his hands a mere work of idle recreation. It will be found pregnant with deeper uses. The wildest extravagances of human fancy, the most deplorable perversion of human faculties, and the most horrible distortions of jurisprudence, may occasionally afford us a salutary lesson. I love in the foremost place to contemplate man in all his honours and in all the exaltation of wisdom and virtue; but it will also be occasionally of service to us to look into his obliquities, and distinctly to remark how great and portentous have been his absurdities and his follies.

May 29, 1834.
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The improvements that have been effected in natural philosophy have by degrees convinced the enlightened part of mankind that the material universe is every where subject to laws, fixed in their weight, measure and duration, capable of the most exact calculation, and which in no case admit of variation and exception. Whatever is not thus to be accounted for is of mind, and springs from the volition of some being, of which the material form is subjected to our senses, and the action of which is in like manner regulated by the laws of matter. Beside this, mind, as well as matter, is subject to fixed laws; and thus every phenomenon and occurrence around us is rendered a topic for the speculations of sagacity and foresight. Such is the creed which science has universally prescribed to the judicious and reflecting among us.

It was otherwise in the infancy and less mature state of human knowledge. The chain of causes and consequences was yet unrecognized; and events perpetually occurred, for which no sagacity that was then in being was able to assign an original. Hence men felt themselves habitually disposed to refer many of the appearances with which they were conversant to the agency of invisible intelligences; sometimes under the influence of a benignant disposition, sometimes of malice, and sometimes perhaps from an inclination to make themselves sport of the wonder and astonishment of ignorant mortals. Omens and portents told these men of some piece of good or ill fortune speedily to befal them. The flight of birds was watched by them, as foretokening somewhat important. Thunder excited in them a feeling of supernatural terror. Eclipses with fear of change perplexed the nations. The phenomena of the heavens, regular and irregular, were anxiously remarked from the same principle. During the hours of darkness men were apt to see a supernatural being in every bush; and they could not cross a receptacle for the dead, without expecting to encounter some one of the departed uneasily wandering among graves, or commissioned to reveal somewhat momentous and deeply affecting to the survivors. Fairies danced in the moonlight glade; and something preternatural perpetually occurred to fill the living with admiration and awe.

All this gradually reduced itself into a system. Mankind, particularly in the dark and ignorant ages, were divided into the strong and the weak; the strong and weak of animal frame, when corporeal strength more decidedly bore sway than in a period of greater cultivation; and the strong and weak in reference to intellect; those who were bold, audacious and enterprising in acquiring an ascendancy over their fellow-men, and those who truckled, submitted, and were acted upon, from an innate consciousness of inferiority, and a superstitious looking up to such as were of greater natural or acquired endowments than themselves. The strong in intellect were eager to avail themselves of their superiority, by means that escaped the penetration of the multitude, and had recourse to various artifices to effect their ends. Beside this, they became the dupes of their own practices. They set out at first in their conception of things from the level of the vulgar. They applied themselves diligently to the unravelling of what was unknown; wonder mingled with their contemplation; they abstracted their minds from things of ordinary occurrence, and, as we may denominate it, of real life, till at length they lost their true balance amidst the astonishment they sought to produce in their inferiors. They felt a vocation to things extraordinary; and they willingly gave scope and line without limit to that which engendered in themselves the most gratifying sensations, at the same time that it answered the purposes of their ambition.

As these principles in the two parties, the more refined and the vulgar, are universal, and derive their origin from the nature of man, it has necessarily happened that this faith in extraordinary events, and superstitious fear of what is supernatural, has diffused itself through every climate of the world, in a certain stage of human intellect, and while refinement had not yet got the better of barbarism. The Celts of antiquity had their Druids, a branch of whose special profession was the exercise of magic. The Chaldeans and Egyptians had their wise men, their magicians and their sorcerers. The negroes have their foretellers of events, their amulets, and their reporters and believers of miraculous occurrences. A similar race of men was found by Columbus and the other discoverers of the New World in America; and facts of a parallel nature are attested to us in the islands of the South Seas. And, as phenomena of this sort were universal in their nature, without distinction of climate, whether torrid or frozen, and independently of the discordant manners and customs of different countries, so have they been very slow and recent in their disappearing. Queen Elizabeth sent to consult Dr. John Dee, the astrologer[2], respecting a lucky day for her coronation; King James the First employed much of his learned leisure upon questions of witchcraft and demonology, in which he fully believed and sir Matthew Hale in the year 1664 caused two old women to be hanged upon a charge of unlawful communion with infernal agents.

The history of mankind therefore will be very imperfect, and our knowledge of the operations and eccentricities of the mind lamentably deficient, unless we take into our view what has occurred under this head. The supernatural appearances with which our ancestors conceived themselves perpetually surrounded must have had a strong tendency to cherish and keep alive the powers of the imagination, and to penetrate those who witnessed or expected such things with an extraordinary sensitiveness. As the course of events appears to us at present, there is much, though abstractedly within the compass of human sagacity to foresee, which yet the actors on the scene do not foresee: but the blindness and perplexity of short-sighted mortals must have been wonderfully increased, when ghosts and extraordinary appearances were conceived liable to cross the steps and confound the projects of men at every turn, and a malicious wizard or a powerful enchanter might involve his unfortunate victim in a chain of calamities, which no prudence could disarm, and no virtue could deliver him from. They were the slaves of an uncontrolable destiny, and must therefore have been eminently deficient in the perseverance and moral courage, which may justly be required of us in a more enlightened age. And the men (but these were few compared with the great majority of mankind), who believed themselves gifted with supernatural endowments, must have felt exempt and privileged from common rules, somewhat in the same way as the persons whom fiction has delighted to pourtray as endowed with immeasurable wealth, or with the power of rendering themselves impassive or invisible. But, whatever were their advantages or disadvantages, at any rate it is good for us to call up in review things, which are now passed away, but which once occupied so large a share of the thoughts and attention of mankind, and in a great degree tended to modify their characters and dictate their resolutions.

As has already been said, numbers of those who were endowed with the highest powers of human intellect, such as, if they had lived in these times, would have aspired to eminence in the exact sciences, to the loftiest flights of imagination, or to the discovery of means by which the institutions of men in society might be rendered more beneficial and faultless, at that time wasted the midnight oil in endeavouring to trace the occult qualities and virtues of things, to render invisible spirits subject to their command, and to effect those wonders, of which they deemed themselves to have a dim conception, but which more rational views of nature have taught us to regard as beyond our power to effect. These sublime wanderings of the mind are well entitled to our labour to trace and investigate. The errors of man are worthy to be recorded, not only as beacons to warn us from the shelves where our ancestors have made shipwreck, but even as something honourable to our nature, to show how high a generous ambition could sour, though in forbidden paths, and in things too wonderful for us.

Nor only is this subject inexpressibly interesting, as setting before us how the loftiest and most enterprising minds of ancient days formerly busied themselves. It is also of the highest importance to an ingenuous curiosity, inasmuch as it vitally affected the fortunes of so considerable a portion of the mass of mankind. The legislatures of remote ages bent all their severity at different periods against what they deemed the unhallowed arts of the sons and daughters of reprobation. Multitudes of human creatures have been sacrificed in different ages and countries, upon the accusation of having exercised arts of the most immoral and sacrilegious character. They were supposed to have formed a contract with a mighty and invisible spirit, the great enemy of man, and to have sold themselves, body and soul, to everlasting perdition, for the sake of gratifying, for a short term of years, their malignant passions against those who had been so unfortunate as to give them cause of offence. If there were any persons who imagined they had entered into such a contract, however erroneous was their belief, they must of necessity have been greatly depraved. And it was but natural that such as believed in this crime, must have considered it as atrocious beyond all others, and have regarded those who were supposed guilty of it with inexpressible abhorrence. There are many instances on record, where the persons accused of it, either from the depth of their delusion, or, which is more probable, harassed by persecution, by the hatred of their fellow-creatures directed against them, or by torture, actually confessed themselves guilty. These instances are too numerous, not to constitute an important chapter in the legislation of past ages. And, now that the illusion has in a manner passed away from the face of the earth, we are on that account the better qualified to investigate this error in its causes and consequences, and to look back on the tempest and hurricane from which we have escaped, with chastened feelings, and a sounder estimate of its nature, its reign, and its effects.


Ambitious Nature of Man


Table of Contents



Man is a creature of boundless ambition[1q].

It is probably our natural wants that first awaken us from that lethargy and indifference in which man may be supposed to be plunged previously to the impulse of any motive, or the accession of any uneasiness. One of our earliest wants may be conceived to be hunger, or the desire of food.

From this simple beginning the history of man in all its complex varieties may be regarded as proceeding.

Man in a state of society, more especially where there is an inequality of condition and rank, is very often the creature of leisure. He finds in himself, either from internal or external impulse, a certain activity. He finds himself at one time engaged in the accomplishment of his obvious and immediate desires, and at another in a state in which these desires have for the present been fulfilled, and he has no present occasion to repeat those exertions which led to their fulfilment. This is the period of contemplation. This is the state which most eminently distinguishes us from the brutes. Here it is that the history of man, in its exclusive sense, may be considered as taking its beginning.

Here it is that he specially recognises in himself the sense of power. Power in its simplest acceptation, may be exerted in either of two ways, either in his procuring for himself an ample field for more refined accommodations, or in the exercise of compulsion and authority over other living creatures. In the pursuit of either of these, and especially the first, he is led to the attainment of skill and superior adroitness in the use of his faculties.

No sooner has man reached to this degree of improvement, than now, if not indeed earlier, he is induced to remark the extreme limitedness of his faculties in respect to the future; and he is led, first earnestly to desire a clearer insight into the future, and next a power of commanding those external causes upon which the events of the future depend. The first of these desires is the parent of divination, augury, chiromancy, astrology, and the consultation of oracles; and the second has been the prolific source of enchantment, witchcraft, sorcery, magic, necromancy, and alchemy, in its two branches, the unlimited prolongation of human life, and the art of converting less precious metals into gold.

His Desire to Penetrate Into Futurity.

Nothing can suggest to us a more striking and stupendous idea of the faculties of the human mind, than the consideration of the various arts by which men have endeavoured to penetrate into the future, and to command the events of the future, in ways that in sobriety and truth are entirely out of our competence. We spurn impatiently against the narrow limits which the constitution of things has fixed to our aspirings, and endeavour by a multiplicity of ways to accomplish that which it is totally beyond the power of man to effect.

Divination has been principally employed in inspecting the entrails of beasts offered for sacrifice, and from their appearance drawing omens of the good or ill success of the enterprises in which we are about to engage.

What the divination by the cup was which Joseph practised, or pretended to practise, we do not perhaps exactly understand. We all of us know somewhat of the predictions, to this day resorted to by maid-servants and others, from the appearance of the sediment to be found at the bottom of a tea-cup. Predictions of a similar sort are formed from the unpremeditated way in which we get out of bed in a morning, or put on our garments, from the persons or things we shall encounter when we first leave our chamber or go forth in the air, or any of the indifferent accidents of life.

Augury.

Augury has its foundation in observing the flight of birds, the sounds they utter, their motions whether sluggish or animated, and the avidity or otherwise with which they appear to take their food. The college of augurs was one of the most solemn institutions of ancient Rome.

Chiromancy.

Chiromancy, or the art of predicting the various fortunes of the individual, from an inspection of the minuter variations of the lines to be found in the palm of the human hand, has been used perhaps at one time or other in all the nations of the world.

Physiognomy.

Physiognomy is not so properly a prediction of future events, as an attempt to explain the present and inherent qualities of a man. By unfolding his propensities however, it virtually gave the world to understand the sort of proceedings in which he was most likely to engage. The story of Socrates and the physiognomist is sufficiently known. The physiognomist having inspected the countenance of the philosopher, pronounced that he was given to intemperance, sensuality, and violent bursts of passion, all of which was so contrary to his character as universally known, that his disciples derided the physiognomist as a vain-glorious pretender. Socrates however presently put them to silence, by declaring that he had had an original propensity to all the vices imputed to him, and had only conquered the propensity by dint of a severe and unremitted self-discipline.

Interpretation of Dreams.

Oneirocriticism, or the art of interpreting dreams, seems of all the modes of prediction the most inseparable from the nature of man. A considerable portion of every twenty-four hours of our lives is spent in sleep; and in sleep nothing is at least more usual, than for the mind to be occupied in a thousand imaginary scenes, which for the time are as realities, and often excite the passions of the mind of the sleeper in no ordinary degree. Many of them are wild and rambling; but many also have a portentous sobriety. Many seem to have a strict connection with the incidents of our actual lives; and some appear as if they came for the very purpose to warn us of danger, or prepare us for coming events. It is therefore no wonder that these occasionally fill our waking thoughts with a deep interest, and impress upon us an anxiety of which we feel it difficult to rid ourselves. Accordingly, in ages when men were more prone to superstition, than at present, they sometimes constituted a subject of earnest anxiety and inquisitiveness; and we find among the earliest exercises of the art of prediction, the interpretation of dreams to have occupied a principal place, and to have been as it were reduced into a science.

Casting of Lots.

The casting of lots seems scarcely to come within the enumeration here given. It was intended as an appeal to heaven upon a question involved in uncertainty, with the idea that the supreme Ruler of the skies, thus appealed to, would from his omniscience supply the defect of human knowledge. Two examples, among others sufficiently remarkable, occur in the Bible. One of Achan, who secreted part of the spoil taken in Jericho, which was consecrated to the service of God, and who, being taken by lot, confessed, and was stoned to death. 1 The other of Jonah, upon whom the lot fell in a mighty tempest, the crew of the ship enquiring by this means what was the cause of the calamity that had overtaken them, and Jonah being in consequence cast into the sea.

Astrology.

Astrology was one of the modes most anciently and universally resorted to for discovering the fortunes of men and nations. Astronomy and astrology went hand in hand, particularly among the people of the East. The idea of fate was most especially bound up in this branch of prophecy. If the fortune of a man was intimately connected with the position of the heavenly bodies, it became evident that little was left to the province of his free will. The stars overruled him in all his determinations; and it was in vain for him to resist them. There was something flattering to the human imagination in conceiving that the planets and the orbs on high were concerned in the conduct we should pursue, and the events that should befal us. Man resigned himself to his fate with a solemn, yet a lofty feeling, that the remotest portions of the universe were concerned in the catastrophe that awaited him. Beside which, there was something peculiarly seducing in the apparently profound investigation of the professors of astrology. They busied themselves with the actual position of the heavenly bodies, their conjunctions and oppositions; and of consequence there was a great apparatus of diagrams and calculation to which they were prompted to apply themselves, and which addressed itself to the eyes and imaginations of those who consulted them.

Oracles.

But that which seems to have had the greatest vogue in times of antiquity, relative to the prediction of future events, is what is recorded of oracles. Finding the insatiable curiosity of mankind as to what was to happen hereafter, and the general desire they felt to be guided in their conduct by an anticipation of things to come, the priests pretty generally took advantage of this passion, to increase their emoluments and offerings, and the more effectually to inspire the rest of their species with veneration and a willing submission to their authority. The oracle was delivered in a temple, or some sacred place; and in this particular we plainly discover that mixture of nature and art, of genuine enthusiasm and contriving craft, which is so frequently exemplified in the character of man.

Delphi.

The oracle of Apollo at Delphi is the most remarkable; and respecting it we are furnished with the greatest body of particulars. The locality of this oracle is said to have been occasioned by the following circumstance. A goat-herd fed his flocks on the acclivity of mount Parnassus. As the animals wandered here and there in pursuit of food, they happened to approach a deep and long chasm which appeared in the rock. From this chasm a vapour issued; and the goats had no sooner inhaled a portion of the vapour, than they began to play and frisk about with singular agility. The goat-herd, observing this, and curious to discover the cause, held his head over the chasm; when, in a short time, the fumes having ascended to his brain, he threw himself into a variety of strange attitudes, and uttered words, which probably he did not understand himself, but which were supposed to convey a prophetic meaning.

This phenomenon was taken advantage of, and a temple to Apollo was erected on the spot. The credulous many believed that here was obviously a centre and focus of divine inspiration. On this mountain Apollo was said to have slain the serpent Python. The apartment of the oracle was immediately over the chasm from which the vapour issued. A priestess delivered the responses, who was called Pythia[3], probably in commemoration of the exploit which had been performed by Apollo. She sat upon a tripod, or three-legged stool, perforated with holes, over the seat of the vapours. After a time, her figure enlarged itself, her hair stood on end, her complexion and features became altered, her heart panted and her bosom swelled, and her voice grew more than human. In this condition she uttered a number of wild and incoherent phrases, which were supposed to be dictated by the God. The questions which were offered by those who came to consult the oracle were then proposed to her, and her answers taken down by the priest, whose office was to arrange and methodize them, and put them into hexameter verse, after which they were delivered to the votaries. The priestess could only be consulted on one day in every month.
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