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To my parents,  
Nan and Britt Pendergrast,  
mirrors for those who seek peace and  
justice in a difficult world.











The world is full of fools, and he who would not see it should live alone and smash his mirror.





ANONYMOUS FRENCH PROVERB




Strange, that there are dreams, that there are mirrors. Strange that the ordinary, worn-out ways of every day encompass the imagined and endless universe woven by reflections. 





JORGE LUIS BORGES




They gave us things like solid water, which were sometimes brilliant as the sun and which sometimes showed us our own faces. We thought them the children of the Great Spirit. 





CHIEF CAMEAHWAIT OF THE SHOSHONE ,




August 1805, upon receiving mirrors from the Lewis and Clark expedition.







Mirrors symbolize reality, the sun, the earth, and its four corners, its surface, its depths, and all of its peoples. 





CARLOS FUENTES




















INTRODUCTION


Every morning there you are again. It’s a ritual that humans perform daily, something so commonplace that we hardly notice it. Perhaps you’re a little bleary-eyed, but that’s you in the mirror, all right, maybe with a toothbrush in your mouth or a washcloth in your hand, trying to reorient yourself for another round in life’s everyday affairs. Like most people, you’ve become so accustomed to this morning routine that you rarely think about it. Yet it’s almost unique in the animal kingdom, because the ability to recognize the creature in the mirror as you seems to be limited to the higher primates and, perhaps, dolphins and elephants. Other animals see only a rival or a friend.


Mirrors are meaningless until someone looks into them. Thus, a history of the mirror is really the history of looking, and what we perceive in these magical surfaces can tell us a great deal about ourselves—whence we have come, what we imagine, how we think, and what we yearn for. The mirror appears throughout the human drama as a means of self-knowledge or self-delusion. We have used the reflective surface both to reveal and to hide reality, and mirrors have found their way into religion, folklore, literature, art, magic, and science.


Humans have been intrigued with mirrors since prehistoric times. The ancients—Egyptians, Indians, Chinese, Mayans, Incas, and Aztecs—buried their dead with magical metal or stone reflectors, to hold the soul, ward off evil spirits, or allow the body, before taking the final trip to the afterlife, to check its hair.


Because a round mirror can both reflect the sun and become a miniature imitation of it, early metal reflectors came to be associated with sun gods. At the same time, however, mirrors as secular objects were used to apply cosmetics, foreshadowing thousands of years of people peering into the “flattering glass.”


Yet the magic of mirrors remained. Scryers (gazers into reflective surfaces) in the Middle Ages used them to look into the mystic future; in this way, mirrors served as a portal to the divine or demonic. Magicians manipulated them to create illusions to impress kings and commoners.


And from the earliest times, mirrors have also been used for scientific applications. According to legend, Archimedes used mirrors to set fire to Roman ships during the siege of Syracuse, and the controversy over whether or not this feat was possible led eventually to modern solar ovens and generators. Concave mirrors made early lighthouses possible, and the reflecting telescope changed our view of the universe. Today, huge mirrors permit us to peer back through time billions of years—into the most distant regions of space—and lightweight gossamer optics will allow us to look even farther. Some envision using giant, orbiting mirrors to manage the earth’s climate.


Thus, the story of mirrors is also the story of light, that mysterious medium that acts simultaneously like a wave and a particle, imposes a speed limit on the universe, and in a sense is the universe, at least according to Albert Einstein. Yet no one really knows what light is. As if these mysteries were not enough, visible light is only one octave in the spectrum that ranges from mile-long radio waves to high-energy bursts of gamma rays. After World War II, our ability to explore the universe dramatically expanded as scientists figured out how to make unusual mirrors to reflect most of those wavelengths. That story, too, is part of the mirror saga.


The glass mirror industry, since its inception in the Middle Ages as a secret Italian guild, followed by the seventeenth-century French industrial espionage that broke the monopoly, has grown to huge proportions. The common glass mirror also had an unforeseen and revolutionary impact on Renaissance literature and art, rendering them more realistic, secular, and sexy.


With the advent of cheap industrialized glass and modern methods of applying reflective material to it, mirrors have become common objects even in the poorest homes. They have been used creatively by architects and home decorators, and in the twentieth century glittering mirrors helped transform the United States into a pleasure-seeking, vain, celebrity-driven society. Psychologists, advertising men, police, and voyeurs peer at us through one-way mirrors. Now more than ever, mirrors are ubiquitous reminders that the study of mankind is man and woman.


Mirrors ushered in the earliest human civilizations, and now they point us into the future—while simultaneously allowing astronomers to peer ever farther back into time. The history of mirrors covers a vast territory, from the creation of the universe (perhaps along with alternate mirror universes), to the first hominids, to the Hubble Space Telescope, and beyond. The cast of quirky characters looking into and manipulating mirrors is equally diverse.


When I first conceived of this project, I knew it would be interesting, but I didn’t realize how many facets it would contain or where it would take me. I examined ancient Egyptian mirrors in the Louvre, walked through the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles, looked at myself in an Aztec divining mirror at the British Museum, stumbled through a century-old mirror maze in Lucerne, buried myself under books and manuscripts in various archives and libraries, visited a French nudist colony (few mirrors, as I suspected), lay on my back to see the world’s largest kaleidoscope in a silo in Upstate New York, looked at myself as I really am (not flipped right-to-left) in a “True Mirror” in Manhattan, clambered to the top of a new 300-foot-diameter radio telescope in rural Green Bank, West Virginia, gazed down into the vast pool of the 200-inch mirror on Mount Palomar, and lived at a Vedanta monastery while tailing John Dobson, the extraordinary missionary of amateur-telescope mirror-makers.


As I type this sentence, I am looking into my own eyes in the hinged “PC mirror” attached to the side of my computer monitor. This device is sold by a New York company primarily as a sales tool for telemarketers—if you smile winsomely, people are more likely to buy your product. I put the mirror on my computer, however, not to sell something but to remind me of my own humanity. Right now, I see a man in his early fifties, graying around the temples, who needs a haircut and who, though he hates to admit it, looks a bit like Woody Allen. I am confessing all this because the book is not only a history of mirrors but also, like all books, a reflection of a particular person and his experience. Although I will not reappear in person until the final chapter, readers should bear in mind throughout that I am lurking somewhere behind these words.


An overarching theme in this book is that as human beings we use mirrors to reflect our own contradictory nature. On the one hand, we want to see things as they really are, to delve into the mysteries of life. On the other hand, we want the mysteries to remain mysteries. We yearn for definitive knowledge, yet we also revel in imagination, illusion, and magic.


The German poet Rainer Maria Rilke may have been right when he wrote, “Mirrors: still no one knowing has told / what your essential nature is.” In J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter fantasy novels, the Mirror of Erised shows us “the deepest, most desperate desire of our hearts.” In a way, all mirrors are like that. Ultimately, what we see in them depends on what we bring to them.






















Chapter 1
THE MIRROR OF THE SOUL


 



If I ask if all be right From mirror after mirror, No vanity’s displayed: I’m looking for the face I had   Before the world was made.  





WILLIAM BUTLER YEATS







THE SCENE : AN AFRICAN savanna after a torrential seasonal rain. Water still drips from the leaves of the scattered trees and seeps into the roots of the tall grass. In the peaceful aftermath of the storm, animals gather to drink in the temporary pools, lapping and slurping with their tongues. At one pool, however, a creature standing upright on hind legs leans over, preparing to scoop water with its hand. But it stops, furrowing its brow in curiosity. 




The hominid has noticed how in the still pool the baobab tree magically appears to grow down into the water. Now, he sees a fellow creature looking back at him, hand cupped, ready to drink. Is it an enemy? The hominid bares his teeth. So does the man in the pool. He grunts and hits at him, but the image disappears in a splash.


He dips his hand and drinks, then sits back and contemplates the scene before him. The ripples gradually settle. He smiles at the beautiful reflection of the tree, then leans over again to see his silent fellow creature. He, too, is smiling. Perhaps he is not an enemy after all.


The man frowns; so does his reflected companion in the pool. He sticks out his tongue; they both do. They touch their noses, show their teeth, pull their ears, wink simultaneously. He understands, on one level, at least. They are the same, yet they are different.

 Such was probably the first mirror, as humans evolved from apes and developed self-consciousness. Of course, such a fable is a simplified version of what took evolution millions of years to accomplish. According to paleontologists, our forebears stretch back some 18 million years. Homo sapiens appeared only some 200,000 years ago.


Our sapient ancestors could think abstractly, use tools, create art. The magnificent paintings of deer, horses, bison, and other animals at the Chauvet cave in southern France were created 32,000 years ago. Physically and psychologically, we haven’t changed much since then, despite our enormous technological progress. “Remember that the Cro-Magnon people are us—by both bodily anatomy and parietal art—not some stooped and grunting distant ancestor,” observed paleontologist Stephen Jay Gould. “Large, widespread, and successful species tend to be especially stable. . . . Human bodily form has not altered appreciably in 100,000 years.”


We all know what it is like to be human, yet we do not know, and the history of the mirror is intimately tied to that questioning ambivalence. We think, and so, as René Descartes posited, we self-consciously exist. But this self-awareness leads to questions. Who is  doing the thinking? Who am I? Am I that image in the mirror? How  do I fit into the universe? What is beauty, and why does it move me?  What is love, and why am I so obsessed with thoughts of sex? And  by the way, how does my hair look? Do you think my nose is too  big?


We are a curious species, and so we are always turning the next corner, wondering what is over the horizon, opening Pandora’s box. That same curiosity leads us to the mirror to gaze deeply into our own eyes in search of answers. It appears that only a few animals—higher apes, man, perhaps dolphins and elephants—have the mental capacity to realize that they are looking at their own reflections. That capacity for self-consciousness is apparently fundamental to the human experience, connected to self-awareness, logic, and empathy.*


“Come along, child, have no fear,” a French educator writes in a message to students about to enter the Chauvet caves. “He who walked about here . . . was your fellow creature, your brother. . . . He is also your mirror and your memory.”






The Ka in the Mirror


It is impossible to pinpoint when humans first created an artificial mirror. Initially, they probably gazed into bowls of water, then made the logical connection between still waters and other flat, reflective objects. As nomadic hunter-gatherers, Stone Age people learned to work rocks into weapons, so it is not surprising that the earliest artificial mirrors archaeologists have discovered, dating from around 6200 B.C.E. at Çatal Hüyük (near Konya, Turkey), were made of polished obsidian, a natural black glass created during volcanic eruptions.


Other candidates for the first man-made mirror are a slab of selenite, with traces of wood around it that may have been a mirror frame, and a disk of slate. Both were found in El-Badari in Egypt and date from around 4500 B.C.E. A reflective piece of mica pierced with a hole, presumably for suspension from a wall, was also found in Egypt from the same period.


The mining and working of metals marked the European Copper, Bronze, and Iron Ages (ca. 4000 B.C.E. to 1 B.C.E.). The scientific quest—the human desire to explore, explain, and transform the world through logic and experiment—arguably began with pottery, then metallurgy. Copper was a pliable substance. Tin, too, was easily worked. At some point, someone combined the two metals, discovering that the resulting bronze alloy, using mostly copper and some tin, was stronger and less subject to corrosion. Thus with the first great civilizations and cities came the bronze sword, efficient warfare—and many more mirrors.


The earliest copper mirrors were found in Iran and date from around 4000 B.C.E. Other copper mirrors, found in an Egyptian grave dating from the period of the First Dynasty of the pharaohs (ca. 2900 B.C.E.), were shaped like upside-down pears with handles. They probably came in trade from elsewhere. Because the Egyptians were so obsessed with death and the afterlife, however, and because they preserved their possessions in tombs, we know more about their mirrors than about those of other cultures.


The typical ancient Egyptian mirror was essentially flat (a few were convex or concave), polished on both sides, and slightly elliptical (wider than high) with a sharp metal tang at the bottom that fit into a handle made of wood, stone, ivory, horn, metal, or clay. The highly polished surface was protected with cloth, animal hide, or woven rushes. In the tomb of Tutankhamen, there was a mirror in its own custom-fitted wooden box, embossed with sheet gold and inlaid with colored glass, carnelian, and quartz.


Generally made of copper until around 2100 B.C.E., then of bronze—and sometimes gold or silver—Egyptian mirrors were both secular and religious objects. They were often used for such familiar purposes as applying makeup. The Egyptians’ elaborate cosmetics probably first developed as a defense against the fierce sun, moisturizing the skin and protecting against glare. But it is clear from paintings and carvings that Egyptian men and particularly women spent a great deal of time working on their appearance, applying makeup of yellow, green, black, and red. Priests used mirrors to see while they shaved their heads; others fixed their hair or wigs. In addition, the Egyptians were susceptible to eye diseases and probably used their mirrors to examine their eyes.


The mirror’s primary religious connection was to Ra—the most powerful deity, the omnipresent African sun—and the mirror was his symbol brought to earth. In Egyptian sculpture and painting there is always a round sun-mirror atop Ra’s falcon head. Even the mirror’s elliptical shape imitated the rising or setting sun, stretched sideways as it refracted through the atmosphere.


Egyptian mirrors also were associated with Hathor, the goddess of love, fertility, beauty, and dance. Hathor was usually represented as cow-headed, her horns enclosing a sun-mirror-disk, and she was identified as the eye of the sun god. Perhaps this is why some Egyptian mirror representations have magical eyes painted in their center. Mirror handles sometimes show Hathor as a lithe nude, and dancers depicted in tomb paintings frequently hold mirrors. In the “Erotic Papyrus” (ca. 1300 B.C.E.), a naked woman with splayed legs masturbates atop a pointed cone while looking into a mirror to apply makeup.


The ankh, the Egyptian symbol of life, looks like a mirror—it is egg-shaped, with a T-handle attached at the small end. The long name for mirror is ankh-en-maa-her, meaning something like “life-force for seeing the face,” and was shortened to “see-face.” On a typical coffin lid, the goddess Hathor (this time with a lovely human face rather than a cow’s head) holds ankhs that look very much like mirrors. In addition to their “see-face” names, Egyptian mirrors were also given religious titles such as “the divine,” “that which is in eternity,” or “the truth.”


The Egyptians believed that each person had a double called a Ka, which represented a person’s essential genius, energy, and identity, as well as a Ba, the soul or consciousness, usually shown as a bird. The elaborate mummification of the body and other funeral practices were designed to preserve both Ka and Ba. The Ka, like its former body, required food for energy, which is why the Egyptians brought food and drink regularly to the tombs. The Ba flew off to heaven during the day, but at night it reunited with the mummified body. The deceased thus became identical to the sun-god, who rose each day and, like Osiris, died every night only to be reborn at dawn.


Mirrors were an essential element in tombs. In her book Ancient  Egyptian Mirrors, Christine Lilyquist describes a tomb scene at Thebes where a girl presents ointments and a mirror to the deceased with the statement: “To thy Ka. It has made thee, namely the House of Morning, thou being living . . . vigorous like Ra every day.” The Egyptians may have believed that the mirror helped preserve the Ka, the double discovered in the mirror’s depths, and allowed it to make a transition to another life.


Thus mirrors are frequently depicted on the wall paintings directly before the face of the deceased, or in his hand, beneath his chair, or in his coffin. Although they were more elaborate in noble burial sites, mirrors are also found in very simple graves, even with children—some of these cheaper “mirrors” are made of painted wood.


The Egyptians also understood some scientific uses of mirrors, redirecting sunlight down into pyramids to provide light for workmen in the dark tombs. One papyrus even relates how a magician replaced a severed head during a seance, apparently using a mirror to create an optical illusion. Thus the Egyptians employed all the main themes associated with mirrors—religion, cosmology, vanity, beauty, sex, death, magic, and science.






Golden Reflections for the Lady of Uruk


Another ancient civilization flourished in the Fertile Crescent, which nestled between the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers as both wend their way to the Persian Gulf. Around 4500 B.C.E., at Tell al-Ubaid on the Euphrates, a tribe settled and created an agricultural community. The Ubaidians knew how to make clay bricks, plaster walls, mosaic decorations, turquoise beads, and copper mirrors.


The Ubaidians left no written records, but their descendants, the Sumerians (3000 B.C.E. and later), who invented cuneiform writing, left clay tablets and archaeological evidence. We know from these that they were practical traders who valued the art of metalworking and supported a thriving trade in tin, which came over mountain passes from inner Asia or by sea. The cuneiform archives contain a number of recipes giving the amounts of copper and tin to be used for bronze.


By 2000 B.C.E., the tibira, or metallurgist, was a prized specialist in the cities of Uruk and Ur. “The list of metals used in the foundry of the smith,” observes historian Samuel Noah Kramer, “includes almost all those known at the time: gold, silver, tin, lead, copper, bronze.” The cuneiform texts frequently mention mirrors, mostly of copper and bronze. One tablet refers to repairs to a golden mirror belonging the “the Lady of Uruk.”


Sexually explicit Sumerian myths featured mirror metaphors for excellence or beauty. In an exchange between Inanna, the goddess of love, and her hairy husband, Dumuzi, she cries in passion, “Rub it against our breast, my sweet! . . . My one worked on by a skilled metal worker!” He cries out, “May you be a shining mirror! . . . Come with the sun, stay with the sun!”


The Sumerians wanted to understand the world in which they found themselves. How could such joy and life coexist with suffering and inevitable death? They created numerous gods, and through various methods of divination they sought ways to learn (and sway) the future. Along with examining animal entrails and studying the heavens, they looked into a kind of mirror—a bowl of water, usually with floating oil—to see visions.






One God, Many Mirrors


To the west of Sumer lay the Syrian Desert and the Arabian Peninsula, home to Semitic nomads even in the time of the Ubaidians. For thousands of years, the Semitic tribes periodically infiltrated, conquered, assimilated somewhat, then departed Mesopotamia again for the desert. Around 1850 B.C.E., a Semite named Abraham, apparently fed up with the soft lifestyle and belief in multiple gods, left Ur with his wife, Sarah. The patriarch of a tribe that came to be known as the Hebrews or Jews, Abraham was typical of the nomads who provided a key link between the civilizations of ancient Egypt and Sumeria.


Abraham’s great-grandson Joseph, sold into slavery by his half-brothers, eventually wound up in Egypt around 1700 B.C.E. There, because of direct access to his singular God, he could correctly interpret dreams, locate stolen goods, and see the future in the water reflections of his magic silver goblet. As a result, he thrived as the right-hand man of a grateful Semitic Hyksos pharaoh.


Some 450 years later, however, the Hyksos no longer ruled. According to the Bible, the resident Jews had been reduced to brick-making slaves when their leader, Moses—another magician with strong ties to God—inflicted various plagues on Pharaoh (probably Rameses II), who finally let the Jews go, along with “articles of silver and gold [and] whatever they asked for.” Apparently among the goods they requested were mirrors (or perhaps, as some scholars have conjectured, they were expert mirror-makers). In Exodus 38:8 we read: “The bronze laver, with its bronze base, was made from the mirrors of the women who served at the entrance of the meeting tent.”*


The Hebrews invaded and conquered Canaan, renaming it Israel, but for centuries they were subject to marauding tribes from the east and west. Throughout their turbulent history, the Jews struggled to maintain their identity. They also continued to admire themselves in mirrors, to the dismay of their prophets. “Because the daughters of Zion are haughty,” Isaiah stormed, “and walk with necks outstretched, ogling and mincing as they go, their anklets tinkling at every step, the Lord will do away with the finery of the anklets, sunbursts, and crescents; the pendants, bracelets, and veils; the headdresses, bangles, cinctures, perfume boxes, and amulets; the signet rings and the nose rings; the court dresses, wraps, cloaks, and purses; the mirrors.”


When Elihu scolds Job for daring to question God, he says, “Stand and consider the wondrous works of God! Do you know how God . . . makes the light shine forth from his clouds? . . . Do you spread out with him the firmament of the skies, hard as a brazen mirror?” Like many other ancient peoples, the Hebrews thought that the sky was a literal dome of heaven, and when this ceiling became as hard as metal, it prevented rain from falling.


Jewish folklore incorporated mirrors into magical thinking, often as a method of securing love. In Joshua Trachtenberg’s book Jewish Magic  and Superstition, we learn how to arouse passion by writing the name of the beloved three times on the back of a small mirror before holding it up in front of two copulating dogs to capture their image. Then, get your intended to glance into the mirror, exciting her through the magic power of the sexual act, fixed in the mirror.


Jewish scribes believed that they could improve weak eyes by taking a break from the scrolls and staring into a mirror. And when a Hebrew died, mourners would cover his mirrors or turn them to the wall to protect his soul—trapped in the mirror from reflection during life—from being carried off by demons or from haunting the household.






Trade, Empires, and Etruscan Art


By 1000 B.C.E., humans were making mirrors all over the world. Traders such as the Phoenicians and Etruscans sailed the waters of the Mediterranean and beyond, carrying news, goods, and customs with them. Many cultures modified the traditional bronze Egyptian mirror to create their own versions—though most of these were round rather than elliptical. The Phoenicians’ successful if often amoral trade in slaves, mirrors, and other goods declined only gradually as they survived successive incursions by the Assyrians, Babylonians, and Persians.


The Persian Empire ruled all lands between the Nile and the Indus at its height under Darius the Great around 500 B.C.E. Nobles from conquered nations trekked to Persepolis, the newly created capital city, with mounds of silver, gold, and jewels for Darius, who sat in purple robes on his golden throne, surrounded by incredible luxuries, including the best bronze and silver mirrors to reflect his accomplishments.*


Many of those mirrors were probably made in northern Italy, where the Etruscans, who by 600 B.C.E. had grown enormously wealthy through trade, mining, and agriculture, made exquisite bronze and silver mirrors, slightly convex, with remarkable line engravings on the back. Many look as if they could have been drawn by a modern graphic artist. Although heavily influenced by the Greeks, who were making their own mirrors by that time, the Etruscans’ art was far freer. Like the Egyptians, they apparently believed that a happy afterlife required the proper grave furnishings. In underground tombs cut from the coastal region’s soft volcanic stone, the Etruscans re-created the home of the deceased, including beds, tables, stools, candelabra, gold brooches, earrings—and mirrors, which served as receptacles for the soul. The Etruscan word for soul, hinthial, also means “image reflected in a mirror.”


The backs of many Etruscan mirrors depict sexually charged scenes where partially clothed men and women gossip and flirt. On one, a nearly nude seated man (a cloth is draped over his legs) embraces a naked young woman on his lap. To their right, a woman stands and stares at them. She is also naked, wearing only a pair of sandals and a necklace with a half-moon pendant. On the couple’s left, a fully clothed girl holds a mirror and stares into it with a distinctly unhappy expression, perhaps trying to block out the lovemaking by looking into the mirror (or she may be holding the reflective surface toward the lovers so they can see themselves).** The inscription identifies the lovers as Mexio and Fasia.


The Etruscans also made small, portable mirrors with hinged covers, quite similar to modern compacts. The inner surface of the cover was concave and probably used to direct light onto the face, or it may have been used as a magnifying mirror. The engravings on the cover often show Dionysus, the god of wine, and Eros, the god of love, with a muse playing a lyre. Another popular cover depicts Odysseus and Penelope with the dog Argos. Some show a satyr and maenad dancing, while still others feature Athene fighting a giant or Hercules vanquishing a lion. Even heroes needed maternal support, however. One mirror shows the mighty Hercules sucking from his mother’s breast while shocked attendants look on.






Greek Self-Examination


Like the Etruscans, the Greeks made mirrors primarily of bronze, a craft they learned from the Minoan culture on Crete. By the time the city-states emerged around 700 B.C.E., the Greeks had created a pantheon of gods who dwelled on Mount Olympus and about whom they told wonderful stories. In some of these myths, mirrors figure prominently.


Consider poor Medusa, one of the gorgeous Gorgon sisters. When Medusa slept with Poseidon in one of Athene’s temples, the infuriated goddess changed her into a winged monster with glaring eyes, huge teeth, a protruding tongue, terrible claws, and hair of hissing serpents. Anyone who looked directly at her turned to stone. To kill Medusa, the Greek hero Perseus needed magical aids provided by the still-vengeful Athene. Most important, Athene lent him her bronze shield, which he used as a mirror to look at Medusa without being turned to stone. It is probably a good thing that Athene guided his sword, because eye-hand coordination in a mirror can be quite difficult.


In another myth, Narcissus, an exceptionally beautiful young man, frustrated the woodland nymphs and lustful males by remaining aloof. To punish the disdainful youth, Nemesis made Narcissus understand what it was like to have an unrequited passion by having him fall in love with his own unattainable image. When he bent to drink in a still pool, he saw a beautiful young man whom he took to be a water spirit. Ovid quotes Narcissus in Metamorphoses:




 But a thin film of water parts us. He is eager  
For me to hold him. When my lips go down  
To kiss the pool, his rise, he reaches toward me.  
You would think that I could touch him—almost nothing  
Keeps us apart. Come out, whoever you are!





But every time he brought his lips near to kiss his beloved or plunged his arms into the pond for an embrace, the spirit fled. Eventually, Narcissus figured it out. “I know the truth at last. He is myself! I feel it, / I know my image now. I burn with love / Of my own self; I start the fire I suffer.” Even so, he could not tear himself away from his reflection. Narcissus pined away and died, turning into a beautiful flower that droops over as if looking into a pool.


Greek oracles made ample use of mirrors. Ailing Greeks consulted “an infallible oracle” devoted to the goddess Demeter, as the Greek writer Pausanias noted. “They [the keepers of the oracle] tie a mirror to a fine cord and let it down, judging the distance so that it does not sink deep into the spring, but just far enough to touch the water with its rim. Then they pray to the goddess and burn incense, after which they look into the mirror, which shows them the patient either alive or dead.” At a different oracle, this one for Apollo, “the water shows to him who looks into the spring all the things he wants to behold.” Yet another oracle site featured a wall mirror that reflected the viewer only dimly or not at all but in which “the actual images of the gods and the throne can be seen quite clearly”—perhaps an early optical illusion.


Pythagoras, the mystic mathematician who died around 475 B.C.E. a few years before the birth of Socrates, also reportedly possessed a magical mirror, which (according to legend) he held up to the moon before reading the future in it. For Pythagoras, numbers were the soul of the universe, and abstract math, music, and astronomy were sacred. Perhaps in his magic mirror he contemplated an orderly universe in which, he believed, the world progressed by the interaction of contraries, pairs of mirror-image opposites.


In the dialogues of Socrates, Plato recounted the parable of the cave, in which he portrayed humans as akin to prisoners chained since birth in an underground cavern, able to see only projected shadows, which they take for reality. If suddenly freed to come into the light of day, they would be unable to cope with their new reality right away. “At first it would be easiest to make out shadows,” said Socrates, “and then the images of men and things reflected in water, and later on the things themselves.” In like manner, Socrates and Plato asserted that our illusory reality is only the reflection of a greater, abstract Goodness that lies in a hypothetical upper world beyond the mirrorlike dome of the sky. Even though he considered this world a mirror-illusion, however, Socrates urged his followers to study themselves in mirrors in order to make sure their faces did not reflect dishonorable thoughts or deeds, apparently assuming that they could monitor their inner reality by their outer appearance.


Most Greeks didn’t worry about such deep matters. Instead, they used mirrors to admire themselves and fix their hair, as we see in numerous illustrations on vases, urns, and friezes. Many scenes containing mirrors show women with their children and husbands, listening to music or getting dressed. Sometimes the mirror hangs on the wall. While women are usually shown gazing into handheld mirrors, men, too, examine themselves. Thus Eros, the god of love, admires himself in the metal.


Greeks also made mirrors with stands, usually with female “caryatid” figures holding up the round reflective disks. In a typical mirror from the fifth century B.C.E., a woman lifts her gown delicately with her left hand, apparently about to step into water. In others, the lady has her hands on her hips, is arranging her hair, holds castanets, or is looking into a tiny mirror. Around the rim, many mirrors featured doves, flowers, fruits, rabbits, or flying horses—all associated with Aphrodite, the goddess of love. While female figures predominated as mirror handles in Greece itself, the mirrors made by Greek craftsmen in southern Italy during the same period featured strong nude men, presumably athletes. Greeks gave valuable mirrors as votive offerings to various gods, and mirrors were frequently placed in tombs.






“Barbarian” Celts, “Civilized” Romans


To the north of Greece and Italy, the Celtic tribes thrived throughout France, Germany, and Great Britain. They were, as one Roman writer put it, “fair and of ruddy complexion; terrible from the sternness of their eyes, very quarrelsome, and of great pride and insolence.” The Celts were fierce warriors whose priests, called Druids, sometimes sacrificed humans to their gods—a practice that had been abandoned by their southern neighbors in favor of animal sacrifice. The Celts were also skilled metalworkers, making iron swords and, eventually, bronze mirrors. At first, they imitated the Greek and Etruscan mirrors they received in return for salted meats, leather, and textiles. But eventually the Celts created a distinctive artistic style of intricate whorls and curling tendrils that decorated their swords, jewelry, and mirror backs. They revered the human head, which they believed contained the soul after death (and which accounts for their head-hunting and tendency to drink out of skulls), and they undoubtedly valued mirrors as magical repositories of the head’s image.


Attacked by the Celts from the north and the Romans from the south, the Etruscans gradually lost power, but the Romans survived the Celtic sacking of Rome around 390 B.C.E. and created an empire that lasted until 476 C.E. Having observed the Etruscans’ hedonistic lifestyle, the Romans outdid them in sumptuous feasts, luxurious quarters, and huge public entertainments, including chariot races and gladiatorial combats. The Romans were cultural sponges, adopting many of the gods and ways of conquered peoples such as the Greeks, Etruscans, and Egyptians.


Wealthy Roman women spent amazing amounts of time striving to be beautiful, partly because beauty was associated with virtue and fertility. “She must these days use powders, pomades, paints,” observed Lucian. “Each chambermaid, each slave carries one of the essential objects for the toilet. One holds a silver basin . . . another a water pot, still others the mirror.” Each morning, a slave girl brought her mistress a bowl of scented water to rinse off the night’s facial cream, a mixture of flour and milk. Then, after brushing her teeth and rinsing her mouth with a breath sweetener, she soaked in a scented bath before receiving an oiled massage. Following that, the ornatrix, her dresser, fixed her elaborate hairdo, perhaps using a calamistrum, a hot iron, to produce curled ringlets. Often, her hair was dyed or she wore a wig. The ornatrix  applied white powder, then rouge on the cheeks and lips, and black kohl, the ancient Egyptian favorite, on her eyelids. Finally, the lady dressed and put on rings, bracelets, necklaces, and other jewelry.


All the while, of course, she checked herself out in her mirror. The Roman artisans mass-produced their mirrors, abandoning fine engravings on the backs for simple concentric circles. They used a hot-tinning process to give the bronze a hard, silvery-white reflecting surface. Even poorer Romans and servants usually had some kind of mirror, keeping a sponge with powdered pumice handy for polishing it, but the aristocracy preferred mirrors of silver.


Roman men, too, were vain, curling their hair in front of a mirror and worrying about going bald. Large metal mirrors hung along the walls of the public baths, according to Seneca, who complained: “We think ourselves poorly off, living like paupers, if the walls [of our baths] are not ablaze with large and costly mirrors.” The paranoid Emperor Domitian had his gallery lined with polished reflective stone (probably white marble or selenite) so that he could see what was happening behind his back.


Many Romans, particularly in the more decadent days of the empire, took to heart the hedonistic philosophy of the Greek Epicurus, becoming gluttons for food and sex. The insides of some elegant drinking vessels were cut into many-faceted mirrors, so that the imbiber could see multiple images of himself getting drunk. At banquets, guests reclined on couches for elaborate meals, surrounded by wall paintings, mosaics, and sometimes full-length metal mirrors. Perfumed doves might be released to flutter around the room. After the meal, once the wives and children had left, some male guests would linger to dally with courtesans.


One wealthy, dissipated Roman named Hostius Quadra took the art of the orgy to an extreme, installing large concave metal mirrors in his chambers so that they enlarged whatever they reflected. The repulsed Seneca voyeuristically described the scene:




He was vile in relation not to one sex alone but lusted after men as well as women. He had mirrors made . . . in which a finger exceeded the size and thickness of an arm. These, moreover, he so arranged that when he was offering himself to a man he might see in a mirror all the movements of his stallion behind him and then take delight in the false size of his partner’s very member. . . . Mirrors faced him on all sides in order that he might be a spectator of his own shame. . . . And, because he could not watch so attentively when his head dipped in and clung to his partner’s private parts, he displayed his own doings to himself through reflection.





“Sometimes shared between a man and a woman, and with his whole body spread in position for submitting to them, he used to watch the unspeakable acts,” Seneca continued, adding that “no night is deep enough to conceal” the acts that the author had just revealed in such loving detail.


It is possible that Hostius and his magnifying mirrors were a figment of Seneca’s pornographic imagination, but there is no question that other Romans also connected mirrors and sex. The fourth-century poet Claudian pictured Venus readying herself for a meeting with Cupid in a chamber covered with mirrors, “so that whichever way her eyes turned, she could see her own image”—and, presumably, their subsequent coupling as well. If other Mediterranean peoples had employed mirrors to reflect on the soul, for Romans they mainly provided reflections of the self.


While these large erotic mirrors were made of metal, the Romans also learned to produce small glass mirrors. Around 100 B.C.E., Syrian craftsmen near Sidon discovered that they could dip a long, hollow metal tube into a batch of molten glass, retrieve a glob on the end, and blow it into shape. Elegantly shaped hollowware now became relatively quick and easy to make, and mass production became possible by blowing glass into molds. Within the well-organized Roman Empire, this revolutionary new method spread quickly. Glass plates, bottles, cups, mosaics, and fake jewelry flooded the market. “Sidon was once renowned for its glass factories,” Pliny the Elder observed.* “Glass mirrors, among other things, were invented there.”


These small convex pocket mirrors were produced by blowing a thin glass sphere, then pouring hot lead into it to coat the inside. When broken and cut, these made adequate mirrors for household use or magical amulets, and they have been found in graves all over the Roman Empire. Because Roman glass was generally discolored, wavy, and full of bubbles and lines, the mirrors were far from perfect, but the thin glass compensated for these faults to produce a relatively good reflection.


With the fall of the Roman Empire, the art of convex mirror-making apparently went into decline throughout most of Europe until the twelfth century, though the art was apparently kept alive in Near Eastern countries. Mirrors made of silver and bronze, which predominated among the nobility, were too expensive for peasants. For the next few centuries, mirrors in the Western world, as well as those in Asia and the Western Hemisphere, would remain essentially the same—usually made of metal or stone, and used primarily by the elite because of their expense and difficult production.






Cosmic Mirrors of the Orient


To the east, ancient mirrors were occasionally connected with sex, but usually they were more concerned with everyday functions, religious symbolism, or magic. In the Indus Valley, citizens of Moenjodaro and Harappa admired their elaborate headdresses in copper and bronze mirrors with simple handles, though the archaeologist Stuart Piggott complains that the people suffered from “standardization and an almost puritanical utilitarianism.”


The same cannot be said of an ornate silver mirror, dating from around 700 B.C.E., found in Kazakhstan. Engravings on its gold-molded back show a lion biting the back of an ox, heroes attacking a winged griffin, and other scenes from nature and mythology. This round mirror, with two holed knobs on the back for strings, was created by the nomadic Scythians who roamed the steppes, part of the Indo-European hoards who periodically invaded India, China, and the Mediterranean. In another burial tumulus, at nearby Issyk, the so-called Man of Gold warrior was buried with an elaborate tunic with more than 9,000 gold plaques depicting snow leopards, tiger heads, deer, trees, and mountains, along with a small bag containing a mirror, perhaps to ensure that his soul passed unharmed into the next world. The Scythians were probably influenced by Siberian tribes to the north, who had been making round, slightly convex bronze mirrors since 1500 B.C.E.


The earliest mention of a Chinese mirror, from 673 B.C.E., refers to a “girdle mirror of the queen’s”—an indication that women carried toilet mirrors even then. These early mirrors may have derived from the Siberians or Scythians. But it was only during the period of the Warring States (475–221 B.C.E.) and the subsequent Han Dynasty (206 B.C.E.–200 C.E.) that the Chinese really mastered mirror-making—a mastery that would last for some 2,000 years.


The earliest Chinese mirrors may have been polished jade, followed by iron, then bronze. The first bronze mirrors were extremely thin and delicate, becoming thicker and more durable with time, and were almost all round, with a single pierced knob on the back through which a silk cord or ribbon could be run. The Chinese also made stands to hold these round mirrors on dressing tables. Even the earliest examples are remarkable works of art, cast in clay molds (later using the lost wax method), smoothed with chisels and scrapers, and then brilliantly polished with xuanxi, a mixture of tin, mercury, alum, and deerhorn ash. Chinese emperors and nobility could admire themselves and adjust their elaborate headdresses in convex surfaces that allowed them to see their entire head even with a mirror as small as 2 inches across.


“In making these mirrors,” one ancient commentator asserted, “[the craftsmen] put into them the vital essence of creation, therein following the fundamental principles of the universe so that they compare in brilliancy with the sun and moon, and communicate the will of the gods, thus defending us from evil spirits, and curing our diseases.” The Chinese often gave mirrors as gifts on special occasions, and their possession was considered essential to ensure the Chinese ruler’s access to ancestral wisdom.


The circular mirrors were emblematic of the universe, which was thought to be round, like a parasol-sky. A few mirrors were square, as the earth was supposed to be, but more often a square was cast on the back inside the round universe-mirror. These mirror backs were exquisitely decorated with dragons, phoenixes, plants, flowers, fruits, insects, and birds, but they were also symbolic of the complementary male and female principles of yin and yang and the Four Spirits, which ruled over time and space. One mirror-maker inscribed: “Commanding the four directions are the [Blue] Dragon at left and [White] Tiger at right. The Red Bird and the Dark Warrior are in tune with the forces of yin and yang.” Because they represented the totality of existence, these were called “cosmic mirrors.”


The round mirrors were also emblematic of the glorious sun and the luminous moon. “Its inner purity is shown in perfect illumination,” wrote one mirrorsmith on his product. “Its light is the image of the sun and moon.” A Chinese poet described one mirror: “On the front it emits a light as of four jewels. / Seen from a distance it might be taken for a suspended moon.” Many such mirrors were decorated with sunburst patterns on the back. Well before the Christian era, the Chinese had learned to make concave burning mirrors called yang-suei that could, as one early text put it, “draw fire from the sun.” The casting of such sacred mirrors, to light sacrificial fires, had to be done at midnight on the solstice.


Like the Greeks, the Chinese had a vast array of mythological figures, which appeared on the backs of their mirrors. On one such mirror, for instance, Hou-i, the divine archer, received the pill of life from Hsi-wang-mu, the Queen Mother of the West, and then brought it down to earth. Like Hercules and Gilgamesh, Hou-i was famed for his heroic deeds, such as battling the Speckled Serpent, the Great Boar, and the Celestial Wolf. These myths explained various astronomical phenomena and natural cycles and were all subjects for the mirrorsmith. “If you carry this mirror,” one inscription reads, “you will see the great divinities.”


The Chinese inscriptions illustrate universal human aspirations for happiness, wisdom, prosperity, health, and longevity. “May you see the light of the sun, and live in endless joy!” one exuberant mirror proclaims. “May you enjoy lasting fortune. May you enjoy wine and food. May you enjoy freedom from worry,” reads a Han mirror from 113 B.C.E.


Many fine Chinese mirrors were interred with their owners at death, presumably to give light to the dead. Several hundred iron mirrors were entombed with the Prince of Wei in 295 B.C.E. In another Chinese tomb, the corpse’s head was equipped with a wooden box covered with metal mirrors on the inside. Hu hsi ching, “heart-protecting mirrors,” were often placed on the dead person’s chest. Unlike the Egyptians and Etruscans, the Chinese did not usually try to recreate life conditions in the tomb but believed that because the soul wandered the earth after death, innumerable spirits and demons had to be propitiated in various rituals.


Other mirrors were not buried but were passed on for generations, as some inscriptions indicate: “May [the mirror be] cherished by your sons and grandsons for a long time.” Others were intentionally broken in two, so that a husband and wife could each keep half, symbolizing their love and faithfulness even when apart. They could rejoin the pieces when reunited to see themselves as one. In some tombs, the husband and wife were each buried with a mirror half. “Looking at the light of the sun [in the mirror], let us forever not forget one another,” an inscription reads. Another tender message says, “The autumn wind rises; my mind is sad, for long I have not seen you.”


Other huge, probably mythological mirrors called chau-ku-pau (or “the precious mirror that would illuminate the bones of the body”) were supposed to allow people to see their interior organs and thus somehow cleanse their innards. One such mirror, kept in a grotto in a cliff face, was reputed to be more than 10 feet square and could reflect the “five viscera” of a human being. Some otherwise normal Chinese mirrors appear to make similar claims. “This mirror’s light shows the man inside,” says one. Another, which purports to reveal the gallbladder, also claimed to “fathom the hidden and the subtle. Its clarity and luster put the pearl to shame, and the moon to pale.”


Still other magical mirrors, called t’ou kuang chien, cast a reflection that showed the image on the back, as if the light had penetrated the metal. This effect was an artifact of the polishing technique, which caused imperceptible irregularities on the mirror surface that corresponded to the raised pictures on the back. Such magic mirrors were so strong that one lover’s inscription assured his beloved: “In no way would I use it to unveil your hidden desires. Verily, I only wish to lay bare my own heart.” Or perhaps the mirrors were magical only because they saw everything as it was: “The bright mirror, which reflects the figure, knows people’s feelings,” one inscription reads.


Some mirrorsmiths turned their inscriptions into a form of advertisement. “A fine mirror it is, my making of it!” boasted one such inscription around 20 C.E. “I can show the ageless immortals up above.” Another explained that he used the best metals: “Good copper is being mined at Danyang. Mixed with silver and tin, the alloy is clear and bright.” Several fine craftsmen even named themselves: “Mr. Tu has made a precious and marvelous mirror; there has never been such a one in the world.”


During difficult times, such as the last decades of the Han period, when rebellion and warfare engulfed the country, mirrors were more popular than ever, and not just for the elite. The masses demanded mirrors with supernatural protective powers, even if the workmanship was often shoddy. A mirror worn on the back was thought to defend against evil demons, which would become visible when their image was reflected in a mirror. Chinese soldiers wore them on their breasts going into battle. When a person was near death, his empty coat with a mirror on it was sometimes hung on a fresh bamboo branch and carried around in the hope of enticing the departing soul to reenter the mirror and thus save the patient’s life. Even when mirrors broke, they were thought to be magical, so they were often ground up and ingested with more palatable fare as medicine.


The Japanese initially imported Chinese mirrors, perhaps as early as 250 B.C.E. In 238 C.E., in a formal exchange of gifts, the Chinese emperor Ming-Ti gave silks, gold, pearls, and 100 bronze mirrors to the Japanese empress Miyako. Eventually, however, the Japanese craftsmen formed an honored guild and learned to make their own, including magic mirrors, retaining the Chinese circular pattern with a pierced knob in the back. They created their own style of decoration, however, sometimes attaching little bells to the outside rim. Some of the mirrors, up to 3 feet in diameter, were much larger than their Chinese cousins.


Many Japanese mirrors were dedicated to the Shinto sun goddess, Amaterasu-Omikami, the Heaven-Shining-Great-Deity. Amaterasu was once so outraged by the behavior of the ruler of the Nether World that she retired to the Rock Cave of Heaven, casting the earth into darkness. The other gods tried to lure her out by dancing, lighting fires, and reciting liturgies, but nothing worked. Finally, they made a mirror of metal taken from the sacred mountain and told her that it was “spotless and indescribably beautiful, as though it were thine own august person. Pray open the cave door and behold it.” When she did and paused to admire herself, the gods grabbed her and led her out of the cave.


Later, when Amaterasu sent her grandson down to Japan, the Cradle of the Sun, she gave him the mirror, telling him to “reverence it as if reverencing us and rule the country with a pure luster such as radiates from its surface.” And so such a mirror was kept in the sanctuary in the Imperial Palace in Edo (now Tokyo) until it was removed to a shrine at Ise, where it remains to this day.


By the seventeenth century Japanese mirrors had become more secular. Popular prints depicted prostitutes and actors using metal mirrors to apply makeup before they performed, in one way or the other. Mothers gave marriage mirrors to their daughters, usually depicting a pair of faithful cranes, a tortoise, pine, and bamboo, all symbols of long life and happiness. These mirrors became valued heirlooms that held ancestral spirits with whom the owner could supposedly commune. Men and women wore small mirrors on their sleeves in order to check their looks, and some mirrors had handles. As in many other cultures, the Japanese mirror was often associated with women. An old saying went: “The mirror is the soul of a woman just as the sword is the soul of the samurai.”






Peruvian Sun-Catchers


In the Americas, mirrors were created by the descendants of those who crossed the land bridge during the last ice ages or, as some have argued, floated across the sea. While nomadic tribes spread throughout the hemisphere, two areas produced a series of high civilizations: the Mexican- Guatemalan complex, known as Mesoamerica, and the Peruvian Andes. Both American cultures produced magical mirrors that were central to their belief systems. “It is plain,” writes the anthropologist Nicholas Saunders, “that for many Central and South American Amerindians the reflected image stands for the soul or essence of the person who looks into the mirror.” In addition, Saunders believes that such mirrors allowed shamans to connect with “parallel spirit worlds.”*


Oddly, even though both peoples became master metallurgists, Amerindian mirrors were primarily made of stone for most of the pre- Columbian era. Many were of pyrite (known commonly as fool’s gold, a metallic sulfide with a flat crystalline surface), others of hematite or magnetite (forms of iron ore), anthracite (a form of hard coal), mica (an aluminum silicate that forms in thin reflective sheets), obsidian, or slate.* Because such rocks are more fragile than metal, only a few have survived.


The earliest American mirrors archaeologists have discovered are “jet mirrors” of anthracite dating from around 1500 B.C.E., found in the Peruvian highlands and coast. We have only fragments, each with one side polished, but it appears that they were both square and circular, ranging up to 5 inches.


The rugged Peruvian landscape yielded a variety of mysterious civilizations, ultimately dominated by the Inca by the time the Spanish arrived in the early sixteenth century. Because none produced written records, we can only guess at their way of life from the archaeological record. The Chavin civilization, whose artifacts often feature a ferocious jaguar, thrived from 850 B.C.E. to 300 B.C.E. before inexplicably disappearing. They produced numerous anthracite jet mirrors, most now in pieces. We do have one highly polished Chavin-era mirror of hematite, however, nearly 3 inches round, with two hand-drilled holes, presumably for a cord to hang around the neck.


The Moche people maintained an empire in the northern Peruvian coastal desert between 200 B.C.E. and 800 C.E., building cities and a huge brick pyramid to the sun called Huaca del Sol in the Moche Valley. Several Moche pyrite mirrors have survived, set into wooden frames with handles. The carved back of one round mirror shows a round-eyed face surmounted by a hat with a cat’s head in the front. A square mirror, probably made around 1 C.E., has a copper frame and handle with twenty separate birds perched around the mirror’s edges. The reflective surface is a mosaic of straight-edged pyrite pieces carefully fitted together like a puzzle.


Although the Moche mirrors may have been reserved for ritual or religious purposes, it is quite likely that they also saw daily use, even though the mosaic reflections would have been imperfect. From the paintings on the prodigious amount of Moche pottery that has survived, we know that the women bobbed their hair, plucked their eyebrows, rouged their cheeks, painted their lips, and applied mascara, so they presumably appreciated mirrors. The men wore face paint along with elaborate costumes and headdresses. The Moche also created erotic pottery, depicting every conceivable form of sexual intercourse, including threesomes. There is no evidence, however, that they, like their Roman contemporary Hostius Quadra, admired their sexual prowess in their mirrors.


The sparse archaeological record in Peru suggests that each civilization probably made similar stone mirrors. The Huari people in the southern highlands, for instance, produced a lovely round pyrite mirror framed with blue polished stone with a trapezoidal handle that can stand on its own. Two cats look at the observer from the top of the frame. The Chimu, whose kingdom reached its peak in the fifteenth century before falling to the Inca, also made ornate wooden frames for handheld mirrors. One features a husband and wife holding hands, standing atop the round mirror—just as they presumably appeared within it.


By the time of the sun-worshipping Inca, who thrived from 1200 C.E. until 1532 C.E., many mirrors were still made of pyrite, but they were also sometimes made of copper, bronze, silver, or tumbaga, an alloy of gold and copper. In 1526, when Francisco Pizzaro sent his pilot, Bartolomé Ruiz, from Colombia to explore the southern coast, Ruiz seized a flat-bottomed Inca log boat loaded with trade items, including silver-framed stone mirrors.


The Inca created vast stone public works and food storehouses, practiced sporadic human sacrifice, and instituted a hierarchical system in which hair length denoted social status—the shorter, the better. Also, the bigger the ear lobe and its ornament, the higher the status.


Garcilaso de la Vega (1539–1616), a mestizo (mixed-blood) whose mother was an Inca princess, wrote a fascinating two-volume history of Peru in which he explained that “they worked with instruments of copper and brass mixed together” while creating gorgeous golden objects in imitation of plants, animals, and gods. Yet the Inca never invented scissors, and they used thorns as combs. “The mirrors used by the women of the blood royal were of highly polished silver,” de la Vega observed, “the ordinary ones of brass.”


He asserted that “the men never looked in a mirror—they held it as shameful and effeminate.” Given their evident vanity and resplendent dress, however, Inca men surely sneaked glances in mirrors—indeed, on their left wrists they wore bracelets called chipanas with small concave mirrors attached for starting fires. De la Vega quoted a young Inca boy as saying, “If the Spaniards, your fathers, had done no more than bring us scissors, mirrors [presumably European glass backed with tin], and combs, we would have given them all the gold and silver we had in our land.”


During the great feast of the sun, a priest started the sacrificial fire with a large polished mirror, “a highly burnished concave bowl like a half orange,” de la Vega wrote. “It was placed against the sun and at a certain point where the rays reflected from the bowl came together, they placed a piece of well-carded cotton, [which] was quickly fired.” Such a bronze concave mirror was found at Machu Picchu, the sacred mountain-shrouded Incan city.






Aztec Smoking Mirrors


Far to the north, the Olmec civilization—the forerunner of the Maya, Zapotec, Mixtec, Toltec, and Aztec—thrived in the coastal plains near the Gulf of Mexico from 1800 B.C.E. to 200 B.C.E. All of these Mesoamerican civilizations shared certain characteristics, including human sacrifice, cultic ball games, stepped pyramids, hieroglyphic writing, and stone mirrors.


In Olmec myth, kings descended from offspring of a jaguar-human mating. One of their sculptures shows a jaguar being with a mirror chest pendant, copulating with a human woman.* The Olmecs made pyrite and obsidian mirrors in San Lorenzo, their first capital, located in southern Veracruz. These were used (among more mundane functions) as ritual portals to another world seen in visions, probably aided by eating hallucinogens made from a local toad’s flesh.


“The Olmecs lived in a world of spirits and invisible masters,” wrote Muriel Porter Weaver in her classic text The Aztecs, Maya, and Their  Predecessors. “When hunting, fishing, and planting, the Olmec destroyed something of nature, and this disruption had to be compensated through ritual and offerings.” Those offerings frequently included human sacrifices to the jaguar fire-god who created the sun. The shaman-rulers probably identified themselves with the predatory jaguar with its mirrorlike eyes. Behind a cat’s retina is a light-reflecting layer of cells made of zinc and protein called the tapetum lucidum, which acts as a mirror, reflecting light back to the retinal cells. That is why they can see so well at night and why their eyes reflect an unearthly glow. “As jaguars see with their naturally mirrored eyes,” writes Nicholas Saunders, “so shamans see with the aid of mirrors.”


The Olmecs’ cultural base shifted to La Venta, a small, swampy island near the Gulf of Mexico, from 900 B.C.E. to 400 B.C.E. There they created concave mirrors of magnetite, ilemite, and hematite, up to 10 centimeters in diameter, pierced with two holes for hanging around the neck. “No verbal description can convey the remarkable technical and artistic quality of the La Venta mirrors,” wrote the archaeologist Jonas Gullberg, who first examined them upon their discovery in 1955. The mirrors are not simply concave but nearly paraboloid, focusing sunlight efficiently. Though nearly three millennia old, some are still so well polished that they can start fires, and they also reflect enlarged faces like a modern makeup mirror. “They have a gracefulness, dignity, and perfection that makes it hard to think of them as incidental or even only ornamental,” Gullberg observed.


Little female clay figurines found at La Venta have tiny pieces of polished hematite hanging around their necks. “The impressiveness of [one such] figure lies in its realism,” wrote the archaeologist Philip Drucker, who worked with Gullberg, “of which the delicately captured smile is but one feature. One is struck by the thought that it must be a portrait, carved by a master craftsman.” These mirrors were probably worn by shamans, priests, or the noble elite, and they may have been used, as the archaeologist Gordon Ekholm put it, “to reflect the rays of the sun in a darkened room for divinatory purposes.” They may have also been used for self-examination.


But the most likely use was for the Promethean task of lighting sacred fires. “I repeatedly made fire in pieces of dry, rotted wood at a time of between twenty and thirty seconds,” Ekholm wrote about one such ancient mirror. “Thus the making of fire could have been the primary use of these mirrors, and what could have been more magical or wonderful than to take fire from the sun!”


The fire sun-god of the Olmecs became God K, or the Flare God, of the Maya, with a forehead mirror punctured by a smoking torch or cigar. The Highland Maya interred their royal dead along with their retainers—men, women, and children all sacrificed for mass burial—and lavish offerings of pottery, jade, obsidian, and pyrite mirrors. Many such mirrors, sometimes more than a foot in diameter, were made of mosaic pieces, carefully crafted to create one reflective surface, which was glued onto a slate or elaborately carved wooden back.


In addition to those carried on the chest or headdress, many Mayan mirrors were worn at the small of the back, with the reflective surface facing out. No one is sure why, but it is likely that the Mayans, like the Chinese, thought the mirrors could ward off unseen evil spirits or protect their backs during warfare.


The anthropologist Karl Taube points out that Mayan mirrors were associated with numerous symbols, such as the sun, human eyes or faces, flowers, butterflies, fire, pools of water, spider webs, shields, caves, or passageways—all emblematic of communication with the supernatural world where the priests sought answers to the most vital questions. “These ancient mirrors expressed a rich body of esoteric lore,” Taube writes, “much of it still present among . . . contemporary peoples of Mesoamerica,” particularly the Huichol tribe. In addition, circular mirrors sometimes appear on the abdomens of figures as the earth’s navel, symbolic of life and its mysterious connections.


Their vase paintings indicate how important mirrors were to the Mayans. Rulers are frequently shown sitting cross-legged and staring into mirrors, often held by assistants or dwarves. Sometimes they are clearly examining their appearance, as in one picture where a mirror is used so that a ruler can see how the painted decoration on his back is progressing. In others, men dance with mirrors or gaze intently into them, sometimes while smoking a drug through a tube.


The Toltecs and Aztecs worshipped the god Tezcatlipoca, whose name means “Smoking Mirror” and who had a mirror instead of a right foot. This dark god thrived in the village culture before the arrival of the Aztecs, according to Cottie Burland and Werner Forman, authors of the chilling history Feathered Serpent, Smoking Mirror. “In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, the whole of Mexico was made up of small groupings of tribal societies. . . . The temple priests continued to feed the gods with human sacrifice. Most of the hearts torn from the breasts of the victims were offered to the great Smoking Mirror.”


The Aztecs, whose brief ascendancy began in 1325, brought such sacrificial worship to its apex. Their priests—painted from head to toe with a black ointment—fell into possibly drug-induced trances while gazing into black obsidian mirrors, seeing pictures that revealed the future and the will of the gods. That future was uncertain, because it predicted the return of Quetzalcoatl, the bird-lord of healing and magical herbs, who would one day come back to overthrow Tezcatlipoca and the Aztec ruler.*


When Hernando Cortez arrived in 1519, he was taken to be the returning god, partly because he wore flashing, reflecting spectacles that made magic mirrors of his eyes, just as the god Tezcatlipoca’s skull-like mask featured convex pyrite eyes. One of Cortez’s men later described a huge figure of Tezcatlipoca as having a “countenance like a bear, and great shining eyes of the polished substance [obsidian] whereof their mirrors were made.”


Among the treasures Cortez sent back to the king of Spain that year were “a mirror placed in a piece of blue and red stone mosaic-work, with a feather stuck to it . . . , a mirror with two faces; a mirror with a figure of guastica; . . . a round mirror like the sun; a mirror with the head of a lion; a mirror with the figure of an owl.”


Even after the Spanish conquest, mirrors remained important in Mexico, with many obsidian and glass mirrors incorporated into Catholic Church decoration there, as in Peru, where visitors to Cuzco can enter Santa Clara’s church (construction began in 1558) and see tiny mosaic mirrors reflecting light everywhere. Neither did their magical properties entirely disappear from Latin America. A folklorist visiting Mexico in 1883 noted that special mirrors had “the power of reflecting the past and future. . . . There is scarcely a village in Yucatan without one of these wondrous stones.”








*The ability to recognize oneself in a mirror has profound implications that will be explored fully in the final chapter.


*Later, these same women serving at the entry of the meeting tent offered sexual intercourse to visitors, perhaps as ritual prostitutes alluded to in Genesis.


*Under Xerxes (485–465 B.C.E.), however, the empire began to slip away after the Greeks defeated the Persians, and Alexander the Great eventually destroyed it completely in 331 B.C.E.


**“Among the Etruscans,” Greek visitor Theopompus noted around 380 B.C.E., “Etruscan slave girls wait on their masters naked. . . . [Etruscans] adore sex and have intercourse sometimes with others watching.”


*A workaholic with an encyclopedic curiosity, Pliny died of asphyxiation while investigating the eruption of Vesuvius in 79 C.E.


*Although most ancient mirrors in the Western Hemisphere were found in Central or South America, there were also slate and iron-ore mirrors in use by North American tribes.


*The Mesoamericans may have used liquid mercury mirrors as well, as gourds containing mercury have been found in ancient grave sites in Mexico, Guatemala, and Honduras.


*The jaguar, a dominant predator, was chosen as an object of worship and identification with shamans, but other mysterious creatures of the night were also associated with mirrors. In an ancient Panamanian burial site, for instance, there was a gold mirror frame in the form of a bat god that originally had a pyrite mirror set in its chest.


*According to myth, Quetzalcoatl originally fled because Tezcatlipoca held a mirror up to him. Horrified that he had a human face and therefore a human destiny, Quetzalcoatl got drunk, fornicated with his sister, then fled in shame.






















Chapter 2
MAGIC VISIONS




Therefore have I brought it to the window of thy senses, and doors of thy imagination.





THE ANGEL URIEL SPEAKING TO JOHN DEE FROM THE SHEWSTONE, APRIL 6, 1583







Do not infest your mind with beating on The strangeness of this business.





PROSPERO, IN THE TEMPEST , BY WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE , CA . 1611





BY THE TIME CORTEZ , wearing his shiny spectacles, was mistaken for a returning god by the Aztecs, mirrors were reflecting human faces around the world. Even more remarkably, they were universally connected with religious practices and attempts to delve into the mysteries of life, including magical divination in dark reflective surfaces. 


One of the Aztec mirrors sent back to Europe ended up in the possession of Dr. John Dee, a renowned scholar, mathematician, philosopher, and adviser to Queen Elizabeth I. His “Shew-stones,” as he called his polished obsidian mirror and magic crystal balls, were to lead him into a search for the ultimate truths of the universe. His story, told at the end of this chapter, provides a fitting culmination of several millennia of human interaction with mirrors and marks a crucial moment in history, when magic and science, which had existed in uneasy alliance within the mirror frame, split from one another. In this chapter, we will explore religion and the occult; in the next, science.






Demon-Haunted Worlds, Sacred Metaphors


Beginning in terror and evolving toward wisdom in an effort to explain the world and give it meaning, shamans and theologians looked to mirrors. Every human culture has valued supposedly powerful objects—especially mirrors, crystals, and other reflective talismans—to control evil and preserve the soul. The Chinese believed that demons avoided mirrors because they would be made visible in them. The Aztecs also used mirrorlike surfaces to ward off evil spirits, placing a bowl of water with a knife in it at the entrance to their homes, so that a spirit looking into the water would see its soul pierced by the knife and flee.


But mirrors could also be frightening because of their power to capture an image. People feared that their souls might stray into the reflective surface and never come out. Thus, some cultures believed that covering a mirror in the house where someone had died prevented the soul of the living from being carried off by the ghost of the deceased.


According to James Frazer in The Golden Bough, the fear of souls being captured in mirrors was widespread: “It was a maxim both in ancient India and ancient Greece not to look at one’s reflection in water, and . . . the Greeks regarded it as an omen of death if a man dreamed of seeing himself so reflected. They feared that the water-spirits would drag the person’s reflection or soul under water, leaving him soulless to perish.” Similar beliefs explained why a sick person should avoid looking into a mirror for fear that the loosely held soul would take flight into it. Infant souls were particularly susceptible to harm, so folklore warned parents to keep children under a year of age away from mirrors.


Because mirrors were so powerful that they could capture souls, breaking them was thought to bring bad luck in numerous cultures. In China, for instance, it meant that the owner would lose his best friend. The Romans believed that breaking a mirror would cause seven years’ bad luck (they thought a person’s health changed in seven-year cycles).


“Among some peoples,” wrote Wallis Budge in Amulets and Talismans, “the belief is common that ‘the little man of the eye,’ i.e. the figure seen in the pupil of the eye, can leave a man and enter another person and do harm. . . . Of all the things which have driven man in all ages to invent and to use magic, the most potent is the ‘Evil Eye.’” According to Plutarch, who wrote around 100 C.E., it was possible for people to injure themselves by staring into a mirror. For similar reasons, the only way to destroy the mythical basilisk—whose gaze killed—was to hold a mirror up to it. A witch’s eye, on the other hand, reputedly did not reflect a beholder’s image.


Such fears and superstitions may have been the original religious impetus, but man also has an innate sense of the sacred, a feeling that life’s meaning consists of more than brutish survival. The great religions and their founders sought to lift humans out of their myopic rut into a perception of the universal and divine, frequently using mirrors as metaphors. In a Hindu parable, for instance, two seekers hear, “He who has known the Self and understood It obtains all the worlds and all desires,” so they look for the Self in a pan of water. The reflection they find there is the mutable self, though, not the universal Self they seek.


Some Buddhist mirror parables are humorous. A prostitute demanded money from a young man who told her that he had “diverted, enjoyed, and amused” himself with her in a dream the previous night. The wise Buddha figure ruled: “The fee should be paid by the merchant’s son . . . in just the same fashion as he consorted with her.” He had the young man place the money in front of a mirror and told the woman to take her payment from the mirror. This story was a popular way to teach the Buddhist notion of illusory reality.


Chinese philosopher Hua-yen taught that each element of the universe, from a grain of sand to the sun, contained within itself every other element. The concept puzzled most people until teacher Fa-tsing set up a demonstration around 700 A.D. He placed a brilliantly illuminated statue of Buddha in the center of ten bronze mirrors, arranged so that viewers saw an infinity of reflected Buddhas in each mirror, receding until they were too tiny to perceive.


Taoists sought to adjust to the natural as well as the supernatural world. “The still mind of the sage,” the Tao Te Ching states, “is the mirror of heaven and earth.” For one of its sects, Feng Shui, a life force called chi had to be directed properly for good health and happiness. Mirrors played a vital part in reflecting chi in the right path and deflecting harmful energy.


Because light was sacred to Zoroastrians, mirrors appeared in their art, architecture, and writings to represent self-reflection and divine knowledge. During Noruz, the celebration of the Iranian new year at the spring equinox, mirrors still play a major role.


The Jewish mystic Solomon Ibn Gabirol spoke of “the souls, close packed, / Peering in mirrors, [who] hope these may reflect / God’s image glimpsed,” and Christian mystic Meister Eckhart wrote: “The soul contemplates itself in the mirror of Divinity. God Himself is the mirror, which He conceals from whom He will, and uncovers to whom He will. . . . The more the soul is able to transcend all words, the more it approaches the mirror.” Muhyi ’d-Din ibn ’Arabi, a Mohammedan, wrote of man’s resemblance to God, and vice-versa: “God is the mirror in which thou seest thyself, and thou art His mirror in which He contemplates His names.”


As translated in the King James Bible, Saint Paul wrote: “For now we see through a glass, darkly; but then face to face: now I know in part; but then shall I know even as also I am known” (I Corinthians 13:11–12). But the Elizabethan “glass” is misleading. What Paul actually meant was: “Now we see indistinctly, as in a mirror; then we shall see face to face.” Referring to poor-quality mirrors of metal, he meant that our view of the world (and of ourselves) is flawed in comparison with the overwhelming knowledge and love of God.


The Mayan creation myth in the Popol Vuh eerily echoes St. Paul’s image of a poorly reflecting mirror in which humans see reality only dimly. The four earliest humans were all-wise and all-seeing, which alarmed the gods. “What should we do with them now?” one asked. “Their vision should at least reach nearby, they should at least see a small part of the face of the earth.” Another suggested, “We’ll take them apart, just a little, that’s what they need.” So that’s what the gods did to the four ancestors: “They were blinded as the face of a mirror is breathed upon. Their vision flickered. Now it was only when they looked nearby that things were clear.”






Striving to See More


The Mayan tale of the fall of man echoes the Garden of Eden story in Genesis, as well as myths from many other cultures. Humans suffer an apparently universal feeling of loss and longing, a sense that once, in a distant past, we were wiser, more peaceful, longer-lived. We were more like gods. But we somehow lost our way. To become seers again—the word literally means “those who see”—visionaries resorted to magic mirrors. In Europe, this ancient practice was called scrying, from descry,  “to see something difficult to make out.” Scryers peered into dark mirrors to see what ordinary mortals could not.


Actually, scryers stared into reflective surfaces of all kinds—bowls of water, ink, oil, mirrors, crystals, swords, fingernails, bones, even fresh animal livers. Catoptromancy is the official term for divination in mirrors. By staring fixedly in the mirror or other bright object, the mediums put themselves into a kind of trance in which they could see the past, present, and future. Through these visions—which frequently included an auditory component as well—they tried to bridge the gap between their limited knowledge and the wisdom available to their ancestors.


Not everyone had the innate ability to scry. Children around the age of seven or eight were likely subjects, as were pure-of-heart virgins. So were imaginative men so highly strung that they trod a tortuous course between sanity and madness. The scryer frequently had to pray, fast, and abstain from sexual intercourse before attempting to look into the magic mirror. Elaborate incantations, drawings of magic circles and hexagrams, candlelight, and special treatment of the mirror helped to create a heightened atmosphere of tense expectation.


The historical and geographical extent of scrying is astonishing. The ancient Egyptians, the Sumerians, the Hebrews, and the ancient Chinese practiced scrying. Prepubescent Vedic Indian girls could see the future in a mirror or spoonful of water. The Persian Magi—from whom the word magic derives—used magic mirrors. The tenth-century Persian poet Firdausi described a scrying session in “the cup that mirroreth the world”:




He took up the cup, and gazed.  


He saw the seven climes reflected there,  


And every act and presage of high heaven. . . . 


In that cup the wizard-king 
 

Was wont to see futurity.





Greeks and Romans peered into magic mirrors, crystals, and waters to gain supernatural knowledge. Roman scryers were called specularii, after speculum, the Latin Word for “mirror.” Both stem from specere, “to look,” as (appropriately) does speculation. So, too, the Aztecs and Incas sought enlightenment from their stone mirrors, and archaeological evidence suggests that their predecessors had passed the practice on to them. Virtually every culture has practiced the art of scrying: Mongolians, Siberians, Japanese, Tahitians, Gypsies, Australian aborigines, Zulus, Congolese, Ethiopians, Papuans.


Most early Christians, too, believed in scrying, although they were conflicted about the practice, since it smacked of paganism. They also feared that demons would appear instead of angels. Saint Hippolytus, inveighing against heresies around 200 C.E., was unusual in warning primarily of fraud rather than demons. He explained that some scryers employed a large magic cauldron with a crystal bottom; hidden underneath were actors “invested with the figures of such gods and demons as the magician wishes to exhibit.” Reflective fish scales were glued on the blue ceiling to imitate stars.


After the conversion of the Roman emperor Constantine in 312 C.E., the Christians gradually turned from the persecuted into persecutors. At a synod held by Saint Patrick in the early fourth century, a canon ruled that any Christian who believed that a lamia (a monster with the body of a woman) could be seen in a mirror would be excommunicated.


Jesus himself had discouraged belief in miracles, emphasizing that it was people’s faith that had made them well (though he combined earth and spit to make a mud to cure blindness, and he cast out demons). The organized Christian church went much further, trying to substitute its own rituals and prayers for folk superstitions, intent on suppressing and supplanting every other belief system.


At the same time, however, early Christians allowed properly sanctioned miracles. They believed, for instance, that when the pure of heart looked into a particular well at Bethlehem, they would see a magical star. In his prayer for victory over paganism, Saint Patrick’s invocation sounded similar to a scryer’s chant:




I bind to myself today  
The power of Heaven, 
The light of the sun,   
The brightness of the moon.





Scrying persisted in occult religious traditions such as neo-Platonism, Gnosticism, Hermeticism, Kabbalism, and alchemy, regardless of Christian attempts to stamp them out, and they thrived for centuries as an underground movement, profoundly influencing those who sought to plumb the mysteries of the universe, including many Christians. All of these mystical traditions stressed a transcendent One who could only be reached through ritual magic, a complex hierarchy of angels and demons, and a virtuous life of contemplation.


In The City of God, written in the early fifth century, Saint Augustine swung the weight of the Christian church firmly against scrying.  He labeled all magic as “entangled in the deceptive rites of demons who masquerade under the names of angels.” Nonetheless, the practice of scrying continued, even within the church. Christians did, after all, believe in angels and demons, and mirror-gazers claimed to communicate with them.


In the twelfth century, the Christian scholar John of Salisbury recalled how a priest ordered him and another child to look into polished basins, then to stare at their fingernails smeared with holy oil and to report any ghostly shapes they saw. John saw nothing and so was spared the ordeal of being a child scryer. “The specularii [scryers] flatter themselves,” John wrote, “that they immolate no victims, harm no one, often do good as when they detect thefts, purge the world of sorceries, and seek only useful or necessary truth.” Yet John knew child scryers who had gone blind from the enforced staring into mirrored surfaces.


In the thirteenth century, European scholars began to translate works from Arabic that were to spawn the Renaissance. Along with many important scientific works, they translated the works of Picatrix, who regarded magic as a superior branch of science. He provided an important alternative perspective to the gloomy Christians who denounced magic as demonic. According to Picatrix, the scryer should be chaste, or at least refrain from intercourse prior to a magic session, when he should put himself in an “expectant and receptive” mood. His views influenced European scryers, giving them pride in their exalted but furtive work.






Forty Devils with Their Imps


Regardless of church dogma, scrying remained firmly imbedded in folk practice and belief. As collected by the Grimm brothers, the story of Snow White, for instance, hinges on the evil queen’s scrying talents. “Mirror, mirror, on the wall,” she begins her invocation, and the infuriatingly honest magic mirror reveals that her despised stepdaughter, living with seven dwarves, is “fairest of them all,” even though the queen thought she had eaten the young woman’s lungs and liver. This story probably originated in the Middle Ages, but by that time European folktales contained a wild mixture of Hindu, Arabic, and Hebrew material as well, so it is impossible to know the exact provenance of this particular mirror tale.


Similarly, the story of Reynard the Fox, related in various versions and languages from the twelfth century on, involved a mirror “of such virtue that men might see therein all that was done within a mile.” The Gesta Romanorum, a popular medieval collection of folktales, told the story of a knight who was in Rome on his way to the Holy Land, when a good magician accosted him: “This day you are a son of death unless you have my help, for your wife has made arrangements to kill you!” Only scrying in a magic mirror saved him and killed the evil wizard who was having an affair with his wife.


In Russia, mirrors helped peasant girls determine whom they would marry. The most common method was to go to a bathhouse or deserted hut on a dark night with a torch and mirror. Placing the mirror opposite the open door, a girl might see the image of the spouse appear in the mirror at midnight. Sometimes a group of village girls would form a circle around the mirror and the chosen girl, who would chant, “Come forty devils with your imps from under the tree stumps and roots.” Sometimes the future spouse would appear in the mirror, but often the Devil would come instead.


In England, belief in the supernatural was widespread. One Bishop Baldock complained in 1311 that “some pretend to invoke spirits in [finger]nails and mirrors, in stones and rings, and pretend that these spirits give signs and responses.” In The Canterbury Tales, Geoffrey Chaucer’s Parson objected to the “horrible swearing of adjuration and conjuration, as done by these false enchanters or necromancers in basins full of water, or in a bright sword.”






Inquisitorial Fires and a Skeptic


The Renaissance (ca. 1300–1600) was a period of intellectual, religious, scientific, and occult ferment and change. As the Roman Catholic Church struggled to maintain control over an ever-changing world—suffering its own Great Schism, followed by the Protestant Reformation—the popes sanctioned the Inquisition to root out heretics and witches. As scrying became more popular as a way to penetrate the mysteries of the universe, it also became more dangerous.


At the same time that inquisitorial fires consumed heretics, however, magic continued to flourish. Around 1350, The Stone of the Mountain, a book attributed to Philip I, son of the French king, featured a virgin on a mountaintop in an Eden-like garden, surrounded by attentive philosophers. She held in her hand “the mirror of human life,” presumably the stone of the book’s title. Another legendary figure, the Christian priest-king Prester John, purportedly consulted a marvelous mirror—guarded by 12,000 soldiers, reachable only by climbing 125 steps—in which all plots against him were revealed.


The longtime popularity of scrying attracted a few skeptics. Nicolas Oresme (1323–1382), a French theologian, mathematician, and translator of Aristotle, and later Bishop of Lisieux, provided a more nuanced psychological critique of scrying. He attributed “marvelous power” to the human soul, which acted most strongly when people went into a trance state. This explained why boy scryers’ vision was affected and their “spirits so disordered,” even to the point of blindness. Oresme also noted the astonishing changes in the face of a magician during his conjurations and invocations: “He scarcely seems the same person, while his mind also appears to be alienated.” Add fastings, special diets, and a solitary lifestyle, and it was no wonder, Oresme wrote, that scrying produced results—but the visions derived not from invoked demons but from “delusion, imagination, [and] an abnormal state of mind and body, terror, and illusion.” That explained why only the scryer saw visions, whereas others attending saw nothing unusual. Oresme added that some magicians made “mathematical illusions” by using hidden mirrors. Despite such a rational approach, Oresme also believed that a black cloud obscured a mirror whenever a criminal looked into it.


Meanwhile, the Jewish magical tradition of Kabbalah and divination thrived. Although Deuteronomy clearly forbade wizardry and scrying, it was mentioned in the Talmud, and it was perfectly acceptable even for pious Jews to practice it on the Sabbath.






New Worlds


By the end of the fifteenth century, these trends—burning at the stake, magical practices, and embryonic scientific rationalism—were exacerbated by two events: Gutenberg’s invention of the printing press, and Columbus’s encounter with North America, both of which opened up new worlds of possibility for adventurous spirits. The rush to claim colonies and find new trade routes helped broaden provincial perspectives and encouraged scientific advances, including much mirror use. But the printing press had the more immediate effect.


In 1438, Johannes Gensfleisch Gutenberg started a mirror-making business in Strasbourg, selling small metal or glass mirrors to religious pilgrims who believed they could thereby capture the reflection of a saint’s relics—a poor person’s way to bring home holiness. In 1444, Gutenberg returned to Mainz, where he used his expertise in metalworking and the concept of mirror images to create the first printing press. By 1455, he had completed his monumental printing of the Bible.


Subsequent books poured off the new presses, permitting a vast expansion of knowledge as well as nonsense. In 1486, the Malleus Maleficarum, or “Hammer of Witches,” written by priests Heinrich Kramer and James Sprenger, was published. Enormously influential, it explained how to identify and interrogate witches. As a result, the Inquisition and its fires heated up, though it was fortunate for wizards that Kramer and Sprenger focused primarily on witches; the two priests were obsessed with “all manner of filthy delights” enjoyed by women, whom they blamed for killing cattle, making men impotent, and causing miscarriages. Although the authors expressed mild disapproval of scrying, they admitted to employing magicians themselves when they felt they had been bewitched.


“The years 1500 to 1600 undoubtedly were the century of magic,” Colin Wilson observes in The Occult: A History. The times nourished a flamboyant sort of freelance intellectual and rogue. In 1501, for instance, an Italian magician calling himself Mercury surfaced in Lyon, claiming to surpass all the occult sciences of the ancient Hebrews, Greeks, and Latins. He presented a magic mirror, made under favoring constellations, to the appreciative French king.


Born in Cologne in 1486, Henry Cornelius Agrippa, fluent in eight languages and an omnivorous reader, seemed destined for great things, but wherever he went—all over Europe—he clashed with priests, whom he regarded as ignorant and narrow-minded. Agrippa consulted a magic mirror in which “the dead seemed alive,” as one witness asserted. Fantastic tales swirled around the magician. Agrippa supposedly showed the Earl of Surrey his mistress in a mirror, and another time he conjured up Tully out of the reflective depths to give an oration.


In 1510, Agrippa completed a three-volume treatise, On Occult Philosophy, a grab bag of lore written in a mystical, overheated style. In defending the magical use of mirrors, Agrippa focused on the power of the imagination, denying that his scrying had anything to do with sorcery or the Devil. “The fantasy, or imaginative power, has a ruling power over the passions of the soul,” he wrote, “when these are bound to sensual apprehensions.” Near the end his life, a disillusioned Agrippa wrote On  the Vanity of Sciences and Arts, in which he attacked all of man’s puny efforts to acquire knowledge, whether from magic or science. Nonetheless his occult writings, as well as his legendary magical feats, remained influential after his death in 1535 at the age of forty-nine.


Twelve years after Agrippa’s passing, another wandering wizard-physician settled down to become one of the most famous scryers of all time. Born in 1503 of Jewish parents who converted to Christianity, Michel de Nostredame was known simply as Nostradamus. In 1547, Nostradamus commenced scrying, wearing a ceremonial robe, holding a magic wand, and staring into a bowl of water atop a brass tripod. Visions came to him, as did entire quatrains of prophetic poetry, which he published in 1555.


The French aristocracy loved the mysterious messages. Catherine de Medici summoned Nostradamus to her Parisian court because one of his poems might be interpreted to predict the death of her husband, King Henri II. There, the scryer cast horoscopes and interpreted moles on the exposed bodies of various noble clients. In 1559, when Henri II died a lingering death from a jousting wound, Nostradamus was acclaimed a true clairvoyant, and Catherine continued to consult him until his death in 1566. Although she generally strove for tolerance and compromise during the bloody civil wars between Catholics and Protestants, Catherine was known as the “queen-witch” because after Nostradamus died she looked into her own magic mirror.






John Dee: Renaissance Man


In England, another queen also struggled to maintain power amid scheming factions, assassination plots, and foreign intrigue. Like Catherine, Queen Elizabeth had her favorite occult adviser, complete with magic mirror. But John Dee was far more than a mere “conjurer,” as public rumor labeled him early in his career. He was an expert in astronomy, mathematics, musical harmonics, optics, cartography, navigation, geography, cryptography, medicine, theology, law, literature, and history. A child prodigy, Dee entered Cambridge University in 1542 at the age of fifteen. During the next four years, he later recalled, “I was so vehemently bent to study, that for those years I did inviolably keep this order; only to sleep four hours every night.” *


In 1548, having received his master’s degree, Dee went to the University of Louvain, near Brussels, where he studied civil law and mathematics and gained a reputation as a budding genius. As his fame spread, “diverse noblemen (Spaniards, Italians, and others) came from the Emperor Charles V’s court at Brussels to visit me at Louvain,” Dee recalled, including Sir William Pickering, the English ambassador, whom Dee tutored in logic, rhetoric, math, and astronomy. In return, Pickering gave Dee a large concave mirror that produced extraordinary optical illusions.


In 1550, Emperor Charles V offered the twenty-three-year-old Dee a well-paid position as a “mathematical reader,” but he declined, returning to England to seek his fortune with the Protestant regime. Dee took a position as tutor in the household of John Dudley, the Duke of Northumberland, the real power behind the throne held by twelve-year-old Edward VI.


When the sickly Edward died in July 1553, his Catholic half-sister, Mary Tudor, became queen. Two years later, John Dee was arrested on charges of “calculating,” “conjuring,” and “witchcraft.” His real crime was political: He had befriended Elizabeth, Mary’s half-sister, who was arrested a week after Dee. Elizabeth and Dee survived their imprisonments to remain friends (on a very unequal footing) for the rest of their lives.


In July 1558, Dee published his first major work, the Propaedeumata  Aphoristica (Preliminary Aphoristic Teachings), intended as a scientific introduction to astrology and astronomy. He believed that the stars and planets influence events on earth through rays of visible light as well as invisible rays and that “they come together especially in our imaginal spirit as if in a mirror, show[ing] themselves to us, and enact[ing] wonders in us.”


Four months after the book’s publication, Queen Mary died, and Elizabeth Stuart asked Dee to consult the stars for the most propitious day for her coronation. He chose January 15, 1559.


Dee yearned for royal recognition and at least some monetary security, but the frugal Queen Elizabeth kept her philosopher perpetually dangling, though she dispensed lavish compliments, limited favors, and occasional cash. In 1566, Dee moved into his mother’s sprawling house at Mortlake, set on the River Thames 8 miles southwest of London. There he created a lair Merlin would have envied, with outbuildings holding 40,000 books, scientific and magical apparatuses, and several laboratories bubbling with alchemical experiments. His home served as a magnet for intellectuals, nobility, and adventurers of all stripes.
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