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INTRODUCTION

Ex Uno Omnia
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Twelve years ago, I was standing at Birmingham Airport waiting for a connection to GÖteborg. Thanks to the encouragement of Jan Arvid HellstrÖm, the late bishop of VäxjÖ, I was about to begin training for the priesthood in the Church of Sweden. This connection was expected to mark a turning point in my life. Indeed, it did. I found myself hailing a taxi to take me back home to the city of Lichfield, Staffordshire. As the driver released the hand brake, the gate to a possible future slammed shut.

Within a week I found myself in the Lichfield Record Office, strangely motivated and poring over anything I could find on the life of Lichfield-born Elias Ashmole (1617–92). I had long been aware of the little stone memorial set into the wall above Ansons Solicitors in Breadmarket Street. However, while knowing something of Ashmole’s place in the story of the seventeenth-century Rosicrucian movement, what I had known meant curiously little to me. I say “curiously” because I had been seriously engaged in studying the history of that extraordinary movement since the mid-1980s. The Rosicrucians were part of Gnostic history, which has been my chief intellectual and spiritual interest since the late 1970s. Somehow, I had passed by the works of Ashmole as casually and unthinkingly as the many shoppers who today pass his memorial stone on the way to Lichfield’s thrice-weekly market.

Within a few quick steps of the birthplace of Elias Ashmole, those shoppers and tourists can hardly miss the birthplace of another of Lichfield’s luminaries, Dr. Samuel Johnson. The tireless author of the Dictionary of the English Language has garnered all the attention. Johnson’s birthplace, unlike Ashmole’s, is itself a museum and Lichfield has gained national notice as the provincial home of the great wit who informed us that the man who is tired of London is tired of life. But as Johnson also informed Boswell in 1776, “Sir, we [of Lichfield] are a city of philosophers; we work with our heads, and make the boobies of Birmingham work for us with their hands.” He had not tired of Lichfield but Lichfield had, it seems, tired of him. The city has been trying to make up for this appalling lack of judgment for the last two centuries.

Something must have been stirring subconsciously to explain the sudden turnabout in my life. I had been back in Lichfield for four years. Lichfield has been considered by some to be the true spiritual center of England. And, as freemasons should know, “At the center of the circle, a master mason cannot err.”

Right at the center of that circle was Elias Ashmole, the privileged blend that is Renaissance Man, the British Hermetic philosopher par excellence, the self-styled Mercuriophilus Anglicus and “mighty good man.” And if Elias, the “expected one,” the harbinger of new arts and revealed knowledge, was indeed at the center, then Elias Ashmole was everything and everywhere. For as Nicholas of Cusa reminds us, “God is an infinite sphere whose center is everywhere and circumference nowhere.” For twentieth-century English mage Edward Alexander (Aleister) Crowley, Ashmole was a saint of the Gnostic Church. And I had somehow missed him. You cannot be everywhere at once, can you?

Elias had remained hidden not only from me, but also from mainstream history. I needed to know why.

Ashmole was a magus. He inhabited a world where science and magick were still handmaidens to religion and philosophy. He was one of the last men of learning to enjoy that world before the family broke up. All too soon, science would leave home to plow her own furrow independently and at times in contempt of her troubled parents. Nevertheless, Ashmole was a founding member of the Royal Society—a harbinger of that fateful parting—and was himself unconcerned with theological disputes. The philosophy he espoused stood above them; and so did he.

THE GREAT MAN

Ashmole’s contemporaries saw him as a great man. In their eyes, his greatness was discerned in several attributes topped by one crowning glory.

First, his fame rested on being a man of enormous knowledge. He was not only a forward-looking collector of antiquities and botanical lore but a veritable Fort Knox of civilizing facts; he appeared to know—and care about—every aspect of British history. By no means confined in his interests to Britain, he was nonetheless a kind of national curator, for one should recall that there was neither a British Museum nor a British Library in Ashmole’s day. It was Ashmole who founded the first purpose-built public museum in the world, and it was Ashmole who in himself embodied the nation’s library. An example: Ashmole had personally collected the seal of every English monarch since the Conquest. His incredible coin collection went back to Roman times and he had thoroughly researched its background.

Second, he seems to have ignited the pleasure and admiration of a great many people from all classes. King Charles II regarded Ashmole as a depository not only of occult insight but also of good old red-blooded, look-you-straight-in-the-eye honesty; women trusted him too. Antiquary John Aubrey called his friend a “mighty good man,” echoing a phrase used by Dr. Thomas Browne about Elias Ashmole’s towering hero, polymath and magus Dr. John Dee.

Ashmole’s character and attainments were great. He lived life with consideration, energy, flair, discretion—and effectiveness. Larger than life, Ashmole triumphed over countless setbacks. He was powerfully creative, driven along on a paradox. The late biographer of Ashmole, C. H. Josten, thought his greatness probably lay in a dynamic tension between the man of the world and the Hermetic soul of a spiritual mystic, indifferent to the judgments of the worldly. Garnering sufficient for himself, he was remarkably generous and charitable.

Ashmole had another trick up his capacious velvet sleeve—and the reference to John Dee encapsulates it. Ashmole was a Renaissance man in an era that was slipping away from the limitless ambition of the Renaissance philosophy of human dignity. Ashmole’s era was beginning to focus sharply on the earthly virtues of patient experiment and worldly profit.

The works of Dame Frances Yates have spotlighted the ideal Renaissance type—so apparently distant from his post-Cartesian successor. It was the figure of the Magus who dwelled at the center and summit of Renaissance intellectual, spiritual, and scientific life. The Magus activated within himself an expanded humanity, allowing him to operate between the powers of earth and the active symbols of heaven.

In spite of all the dangers, the image of the Magus still held enormous appeal to the educated and uneducated alike in Ashmole’s lifetime. Two contrasting classic literary examples of the image and of its power lie in Shakespeare’s Prospero (The Tempest) and Marlowe’s Dr. Faustus.

For those unfamiliar with the word magus, let us examine its meaning.

THE MAGUS

The word comes from the class of Magi, the priests who at various times provided the governing counsel to ancient Persia. The Greek historian Herodotus wrote about their widespread power and influence in his histories (c. 450 B.C.). The Magi were philosophers who cultivated knowledge of nature: a nature, that is, held to be magickal. Magick was the art of the Magi. Every person who has seen a Christmas creche has seen a Magus.

The image of the Magus, a master of Magick (I prefer the old spelling), went through many changes from pre-Christian times to the stirring of Western civilization. A magus could be a fraudulent purveyor of cheap tricks or the exalted bridge between earth and stars. He could be a kind of arch-priest evoking demons and invoking angels. He could be a profound philosopher, an astrologer, an alchemist, a maker of charms, and a foreteller of the future, or even, as in the case of the legendary Merlin, a not-quite-human caretaker of the vicissitudes of earthbound but heaven-destined imperial British history—King Arthur’s true friend (if only he’d listened).

THE HERMETIC MAGUS

In 1460, a group of manuscripts landed in the intellectual ferment of Florence to set a fire raging in the hearts of men groping for clear, accurate, liberating knowledge of the infinite. Where do we come from? Who are we? What is our destiny?

Renaissance philosophers such as Pico della Mirandola, Joannes Reuchlin, Giordano Bruno, Marsilio Ficino, and Lodovico Lazzarelli were alerted to the ancient manuscript tradition named after their supposed author, Hermes Trismegistus—Thrice Greatest Hermes, ancient mystagogue and incarnation of Thoth-Hermes, the Greco-Egyptian god of writing, magick, and communication. The documents were collectively called the Corpus Hermeticicum or, simply, the Hermetica.

The enthusiasts of this material were called Hermetic philosophers or Hermetists. They believed they were reanimating an ancient brotherhood of knowledge. We know there had been Hermetists in ancient Alexandria around the time of Christ, and recent scholars (such as Roelof van den Broek) have suggested that by at least the second century they met collectively for prayer and inspiration at Hermetic “lodges.”

This tradition was ancient, linked to Egypt, and these two facts alone ensured that in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the Hermetica would gain enormous respect as “pristine,” pure, untarnished knowledge. Hermetic knowledge encompassed philosophical knowledge and primal wisdom: the original, clear knowledge inscribed for the future of humankind before “it all went wrong” and knowledge and language became divided against themselves, generating confusion, conflict, and a profound sense of loss. Such a state represented the Hermetic Fall of Man, and the aim of the Hermetic Magus was to restore the original unity of man and God.

Such a restoration would constitute a second birth, the opening of the spiritual eye, and the uncovering of a new being.

The key to the Hermetic rebirth resided in attainment of gnosis, spiritual knowledge to free the mind from the bonds of material perception. Before the Great Deluge—identified symbolically with the biblical Flood—Hermes had tasted the cool, creamy milk of divinity and had breathed the fresh Olympian oxygen of divine inspiration. His opened mind had risen to a clear blue clarity as perfect as the first sky ever seen, when blue was new and the earth and cosmos smiled and sang a silvery song of cosmic harmony and golden hope. Hermetic knowledge was, and still is, intoxicating.

ALCHEMY

Elias Ashmole began calling himself the Mercuriophilus Anglicus (the English Mercury Lover) during the 1650s, after the illegal execution of King Charles I and the beginning of Oliver Cromwell’s decade of power. Mercurius was the Latin form of the Greek Hermes. As the divine Mercurius, Hermes, the pater philosophorum (father of philosophy), was crowned as the lord of the ancient art of alchemy. Alchemy was the subject of Ashmole’s first three books. Mercurius is also a staple element of alchemical processes. In simple words, there could be no alchemical transformations without the implicit principle of transformation, mercurius. Hermes was the psychopomp (psychic lord) of the Art.

Alchemical mercury is not to be understood as the chemical element alone. According to the alchemist physician Paracelsus, “There are as many mercuries as there are things.” Alchemical mercury suffuses all things. It was thought to be the secret or hidden principle that is the creative essence of the cosmic Pan (All) in all things. While mercurius is the principle manifest in the strange properties of chemical mercury, the word nonetheless represents a deeper reality: the principle of change itself.

In his thirties, Ashmole had set himself up as the English Mercury Lover—and the world took him at his word. The secret principle embodied in his life and work undoubtedly added or crowned the luster of Ashmole’s greatness. It is impossible to imagine such a combination of talent engrossing the attention of our current intellectual classes, but that is surely no surprise. Contemporary enthusiasms have all the permanence of Tupperware.

We have no way of knowing whether the public or even Ashmole’s own intimate circles were aware that in 1653 Ashmole was entrusted with the secret of the philosopher’s stone by his spiritual master or “father,” William Backhouse of Swallowfield Park, Berkshire. The stone is to alchemy what plutonium is to the nuclear technician.

The phenomenon of initiation into secrets rare and potent would characterize the inner pulse of Ashmole’s life; he had found a secret purpose.

LICHFIELD

Ashmole was not all “esoteric.” He enjoyed a basic respect for the emotions and obligations both of family and of place. Born and bred in Lichfield, Elias Ashmole never forgot the power of his native place in granting him the first lights of life and education. He would give money to Lichfield’s poor on an annual basis; he was instrumental in the restoration of Lichfield’s great cathedral following the vandalism of parliamentarian occupation. He also actively encouraged the independent spirit of Lichfield’s local government, the City & Corporation.

Ashmole returned from London to Lichfield frequently. He helped to preserve Lichfield’s antiquities and twice very nearly became Member of Parliament for the City & County of Lichfield by popular approbation. Lichfield loved Ashmole; it should still. Lichfield, Staffordshire, was in his blood and seldom far from the marrow of his mind.

It seems most fitting that the radiating power of Ashmole’s birthplace should have struck deep chords with other visitors and friends of the ancient city. To some esoteric observers Lichfield is the omphalos, the creative navel of England, the hidden fountain of invisible spiritual power. This mystical identity transcends the city’s current moves to become a classy-ish dormitory town for the aspiring ranks of pleasure-seeking, safety-conscious New Britons.

I think I can guess what Ashmole would think of “political correctness.” Having experienced a decade of people who have banned Christmas, theaters, and Maypoles, I think he would suggest that people consider that Nature is Nature and eats herself for breakfast. Any attempt to contravene her laws with “good intentions,” to make her conform to abstract political or moral ideals, merely invites an inevitable reaction akin to a Deluge, to wash away yet another folly of foolish humankind. Ashmole’s motto Ex Uno Omnia, “From the One, All,” enjoins us all to be inspired more by source than by derivation. Magick means working with Nature.

Ashmole was a seeker after the stone: the cornerstone where the material meets the spiritual; the firestone whose spark generates light; the foundation stone that is an alien in the world; the philosopher’s stone that transforms lead into gold.

The alien stone that fell from heaven into terrestrial exile is the friend of humankind who gives his blood for all. And what is humankind? Is it not the blind fool who squats lamely with a begging bowl by the side of the road that leads to life?

Ashmole felt himself close to the chosen few who could stand and say, “Arise; walk! Within you is a Stone that fell from a Star. Seek it—and you will uncover the Miracle.”

C. H. JOSTEN

This new biography is indebted to the magisterial study of Conrad Hermann Hubertus Maria Apollinaris (Kurt) Josten (1912–94). C. H. Josten’s five-volume compilation of Ashmole’s diaries and autobiographical and related notes, published by the Oxford University Press in 1966, will forever stand as the masterwork of Ashmole studies.

In 1949, Josten solved Ashmole’s cipher, as a result of which new light on Ashmole’s public and private activities was shed. That light guided Dr. Josten through a tenure as curator of the Museum of the History of Modern Science that began in 1950 and ended only when his wife’s illness led him to retire in 1964. That museum occupied the “Old Ashmolean Building,” the original Musaeum Ashmoleanum in Broad Street, Oxford.

Josten grew deeply attached to the place; it was said that he spoke of “Mr. Ashmole” as if they inhabited the same staircase. Josten is the only figure of whom I have any knowledge who seems to have been drawn to Ashmole with an intensity akin to that which I have experienced.

Josten was a remarkable man and his life, by the standards of today, was extraordinary. Studying at the universities of Geneva, Freiburg, and Bonn, Josten gave up a legal career in Germany in 1935 “because law no longer existed.” In 1934 he had joined a clandestine opposition to Hitler and his cult. On June 30 of that year he himself witnessed the Night of the Long Knives, when Hitler’s Vice Chancellor Franz von Papen was arrested as most of his staff were butchered at their desks by the SS.

Lucky to escape, he hid until the purges passed. Going into hiding again in 1943, he then fled to Paris before returning to Franconia prior to the war’s end. His life—like Ashmole’s—would make an interesting and exciting film.

Josten chaired the de-Nazification tribunal at his hometown of Neuss after the war and then, in 1948, he went to Oxford, where he began studying the Ashmole manuscripts in the Bodleian Library. Two years later he became curator of the Museum of the History of Science and in 1951 was made a member of Brasenose College—a privilege also enjoyed by Elias Ashmole and the author of this book.

Josten became a Fellow of the Society of Antiquaries in 1961 and was awarded the Oxford DLitt in 1968, receiving the honorary title Curator Emeritus. Dr. Josten was, according to The Times’s obituary of July 16, 1994, “of mystical inclination; sharing some of Ashmole’s beliefs, or perhaps truer to say, sharing a renaissance image of his place in an orderly but partly paranormal universe.”

Needless to say, to follow in the footsteps of such a man gives the new biographer pause for thought. I can only take refuge in the assumption that Ashmole himself was the sole cause and magnet of our interest while, in my case, the neglect of Ashmole provided sufficient motivation to embark on this biography. This work follows twelve years of Ashmole-related projects, from a short biographical study to a dramatic reconstruction of Ashmole’s masonic initiation and a documentary about his life (A Mighty Good Man, Elias Ashmole and the Initiation, Dragon Films, 2002).

The first volume of Josten’s study comprises its author’s very thorough biography of Ashmole, based on the vast body of material that Josten put into chronological order with detailed notes in the succeeding four volumes. Josten’s sober treatment of Ashmole’s life was devoid of speculation (though there are some subtle hints) and certainly of the sensationalism that some of Ashmole’s activities might engender in the pen of a less careful man. Dr. Josten was not attempting a popular biography of his subject.

I hope that in my own treatment of Ashmole’s life I have been true not only to the source of my own inspiration and interest but also to Josten’s high standards of scholarship, gravity, and decency. My task has been to make Ashmole known to a wider, nonacademic public, while at the same time making a small contribution to the scholarly debates around the subject.

This ambition itself incurs a risk of falling between ever more divergent stools. The culture available to the “educated layperson” of today seems less broad than was the case forty years ago. Conversely, there probably has not existed such a wide interest in history as obtains today; interest in the paranormal is probably a constant.

Antiquarian subjects garner significant audiences on national television, albeit frequently treated with a brush broad enough to make an academic blush. Nevertheless, the link must be built, lest the span between popular knowledge and serious study become unbridgeable. Such a state of affairs—while already taken for granted by many publishing executives—would be a tragic waste of the communication possibilities of our era. Ashmole himself chose to make his Oxford Museum a public museum, over 300 years before “access to higher education” became a political football.

In the years since the publication of Dr. Josten’s work on Ashmole, research on the related topics of Rosicrucianism, Gnosis, and Freemasonry has blossomed beyond the expectations of many older authorities. Subjects that forty years ago seemed to have been lost to rational study have come under the purview of serious scholars determined to remove the cobwebs and mystification from the confines of esoteric studies. It has been the author’s privilege to bring the latest researches to bear on the life of Elias Ashmole and his place in the total history of British and Continental Hermetism.

As British studies of the period (with some notable exceptions) have until very recently seriously lagged behind German, Dutch, Italian, and French studies of the Hermetic movement, so also Continental studies have tended to overlook some of the riches available in Britain. I hope this biography will further alert Continental scholars to the significance of Elias Ashmole.

Furthermore, studying in Lichfield, Ashmole’s birthplace, has also provided fresh manuscript material concerning the reconstruction of the city after the Restoration of King Charles II in 1660, a process that greatly occupied Ashmole’s mind. Living in Lichfield over a sixteen-year period has also familiarized the author with many of the details of Ash-mole’s sense of place and family relationships. I have walked in his footsteps, though not in his shoes. This familiarity is reflected in the novel form of this biography.

This is a photo-biography of a type that I hope may become more common in the future. Many a biography suffers from very limited illustrative possibilities, often a result of publishing costs. Modern technology enables a more exciting marriage of text and image. If every picture tells a story, then the reader has the opportunity to enjoy double the value of the research and share in a portion of the author’s pleasure in following the trail of his subject: a process of visual archaeology. I am sure that Ashmole himself, who was fond of drawing the monuments and places he studied, would more than approve of this method. Possibilities for increasing the dramatic documentary approach to bookmaking seem to me practically endless.

These are my only excuses for daring a new biography of Ashmole—save for one. It has become fashionable in some circles—perhaps since Josten’s death in 1994—to denigrate and demean Ashmole’s contribution to the history of British learning (a development that Josten would not have tolerated). There are several reasons that might account for this development.

Perhaps the most significant is the tendency within the history of science to dismiss the occult and magickal studies that attended the genesis of “modern science” in the seventeenth century. Ashmole gets in the way of a neat classification of eras of knowledge. He is a Renaissance magus-type, yet still a rational mathematician and founding member of the Royal Society. He is historically inconvenient. However, his esoteric interests give hostile scholars the opportunity to quietly airbrush him out of the picture. That is to say, according to the demands of the current history of science, Ashmole could have advanced modern materialist science but chose to stay in the world of Hermetism; he somehow “missed the boat.” Besides, was he not really a “player” was he not an innovative scientific lawmaker, as Newton was?

This inadequate picture is explored in this biography with a question: Would not the development of scientific knowledge have gained something important if the Hermetic concepts had been fully understood? The contemporary concern for spiritual understanding seems to bear out the value of the question.

Meanwhile, some historians of science simply wave a less than magic wand and cry “Superstition!” at the New Age regiments. The rationalist professor of biology Lewis Wolpert once made “the sign of the cross” at me at a Jean Gimpel salon in London in mock self-defense from spiritual influences. One wonders if he would wear garlic at a lodge of Freemasons! The new Inquisition does not require sticks and fire, only sneers and silence.

I trust this biography will serve as a timely reminder of the significance and (with hindsight) power of Ashmole’s surprising life. I also hope that Conrad Josten would have found value in these efforts, which owe so much to his own quest for decency and meaning in a spiritually empty society.


ONE

The Coming One
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In March 1604 the astronomer Kepler observed new stars in the constellations of Serpentarius and Cygnus. In the days when astronomy and astrology were inextricably linked, Kepler, like many a Continental astro-prophet, saw this epiphany of stellar magic as an intelligible sign from the Architect of the Universe.

Kepler himself predicted the onset of great political changes and the possible appearance of a new religious sect. Other men predicted nothing less than the inauguration of a New Age, even a golden age. It was, after all, widely believed that such an age would precede the final rolling up of the scroll of time and space. A final outpouring of divine and natural knowledge would be set before the intellectually hungry and the spiritually inquisitive. Men’s minds were moved to contemplate the end of the world—and the beginning of a new one.

As the leading minds of Europe pondered the significance of the stars, a letter was dispatched to Lichfield, Staffordshire, by senior courtiers of Queen Elizabeth I, now fast approaching her final year on earth.

The surviving superscription to the letter reads thus: “This letter was delivered to Mr Bayliffe Ashmole by John Swynfen, gent., att Tamworthe on Saturday the xiiii daye of October.”1

Mr. Ashmole, Lichfield’s mayor, was unlikely to have been pleased with the letter’s contents. Senior members of the Queen’s court saw fit to petition the Corporation of Lichfield to surrender the lease to the ancient City’s Lordship and Manor to the thirteen-year-old son of the late Earl of Essex. The late Earl, once the Queen’s amorous and ambitious favorite, had pushed his suit too far, rebelled against her, and, in the end, lost his head completely.

In happier days, seven years before his appointment with the executioner’s ax, the Earl of Essex had received a gift from the Queen.

In 1548, Bishop Sampson of Lichfield had conveyed the manorial rights of Lichfield to the new City and Corporation; the lease, however, went to the Crown. In 1597, Queen Elizabeth granted this lease to Essex and his son for the duration of their lives. The lease entitled them to rents and services. Those rents and dues had been falling into the coffers of the Corporation. Bailiff Ashmole had no choice but to surrender the lease to provide income for the earl’s son.

This assignation of cash went against the grain; Lichfield had struggled long and hard for its partial independence from ecclesiastical control. For over half a century, the City had enjoyed county status, with its own sheriff and a Corporation of two bailiffs and twenty-four proud brethren. The Queen’s will, however, was the source of all liberties, and there was no brooking it.

By a strange weave of circumstance, the lives of the late Earl of Essex and his son would come to have peculiar reverberations on the lives of the Ashmoles of Women’s Cheaping, the little street beneath the tower of St. Mary’s in the town’s center.

THE ASHMOLES

Thomas Ashmole, the City’s senior bailiff and mayor, had two sons. Thomas Ashmole the younger was encouraged to follow in his father’s civic-minded footsteps. That left his brother Simon (born in 1589) to find a life for himself, a difficulty encountered by many second sons. In fact, Simon Ashmole had something in common with the late Earl of Essex, excepting of course the privilege of nobility that granted the earl the blade rather than the noose at his last breath.

The Ashmoles were of yeoman stock, the backbone of England. Nevertheless, like the earl, Simon was given to intemperate passions, sustained a profligate attitude to money, was foolishly optimistic (when not deeply depressed), and succumbed to the lure of overseas military campaigns in vain quests for personal advantage. Simon seems to have been one of those fatalistic men who always want to begin again but who never finish what they have started. He served under Essex’s command in the latter’s ill-fated expeditions to Ireland and the Low Countries.

Military campaigns of the ill-fated kind begin with promises and end in excuses. Essex’s military failures cast an immovable wedge between himself and the Queen he had claimed to adore.

In his twenty-eighth year, the twelfth year of the reign of Elizabeth’s successor James Stuart, Simon Ashmole fathered a son. His wife, Ann Ashmole (née Bowyer), would not experience motherhood again. May 23, 1617, would be a special day in her personal calendar of memories.

The baby’s christening took place at the church of St. Mary the Virgin, a few steps across Women’s Cheaping from the Ashmole family home. At the christening, something remarkable occurred. When the rector inquired as to what was to be the boy’s name, the baby’s godfather, Thomas Ottey (sacrist of the cathedral), received an instantaneous revelation. “Elias!” Ottey declared, would be the baby’s name. All present were taken aback. The boy was surely to be named after his father or grandfather; this was the long established custom for first sons.
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Ashmole’s birthplace, Breadmarket Street, Lichfield, formerly Women’s Cheaping.
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Plaque above Ashmole’s birthplace.
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Rear of Ashmole’s birthplace.



There is something almost biblical about this account of Elias Ashmole’s first appearance on the great stage of the world. The name of the child upstaged the local family tradition; his identity-to-be came from “on high.” That the name issued from the lips of a clergyman surely added weight to the unexpected cry. No one demurred. Elias would be the boy’s Christian name.

One wonders whether Elias’s father was present at the baptism. Was this a little silent triumph for the long-suffering mother? At least now she would only have to cope with one Simon Ashmole. And who could say? Perhaps her little son might be a spiritual prize to render the pains worthwhile.

“Elias” was not simply another name that would smell as sweet. Elias, better known to the scripture-read of today as Elijah, held a fascination for the religious thinkers of Ashmole’s time. Elijah had been a star of apocalyptic narratives and prophecies for at least 1,600 years. Elias was the “expected” or coming one.

Prophecies circulated throughout Europe to the effect that “Elias Artista” would return to earth to inaugurate a pre-messianic age of natural revelation. New arts and sciences would achieve their perfection under the aegis of the one who had last departed the world in a fiery chariot. Returning in glory, he would initiate a fresh blazing of cosmic light. This new spiritual fire would inspire the faithful of earth before the final consummation of terrestrial history.

When Christ himself asked his disciples who people thought he really was, they answered: “Some say Elias” (Mark 8:28).

Such a weight of expectation is a great deal to place upon the tender, if broad, shoulders of a baby boy. Godfather Ottey’s utterance came as no less a surprise to him as it did to the baptismal assembly; Ashmole later described the phenomenon as “a more than ordinary impulse of the Spirit.” If Thomas Ottey was unaware as to why he should be the sponsor of the boy child’s new name, Elias himself would come to understand the import of his name very well. C. H. Josten writes of Elias Artista as “a great alchemist who would reform and renew the world by his art.”2 Such knowledge, however, Ashmole kept to himself. From the very start, Elias Ashmole’s extraordinary life would grow about a mystery.

FORMATIVE INFLUENCES

Ashmole’s correspondent Anthony Wood (1632–95), writing about the alumni of Oxford after Elias’s death, declared Ashmole to be “the greatest virtuoso and curioso that ever was known or read of in England before his time. Uxor Solis took up its habitation in his breast, and in his bosom the great God did abundantly store up the treasures of all sorts of wisdom and knowledge.”3 “Uxor Solis” refers to Luna, or Minerva: the goddess presiding over the arts and sciences. She, Wood declared, was within him.

Was Simon Ashmole, son of the forceful and outspoken pillar of Lichfield governance, a wife-beater, an abuser of those in his care? We cannot be sure. Elias Ashmole’s friend the astrologer William Lilly (1602–81) would leave to posterity an interesting account—all too brief—of Elias’s parents.

Simon Ashmole was “very melancholy,” a man “not of many words, or not much uxorious.” He was, according to Lilly, “of a strong temper, apt to be angry or malcontented, passionate and violent.” Lilly adds that Simon was “subject unto many misfortunes during his life.”4

Elias Ashmole’s own account of his father makes a telling complement to Lilly’s account (which itself must have been based on his friend’s recollections). His father, he admits, was “an honest faire conditioned man, and kind to others; yet through ill husbandry became a great enemy to himself and poor family.”5
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Elias Ashmole’s birthplace, Breadmarket Street, Lichfield—remains of the seventeenth-century structure. The house was in Ashmole’s possession at that time. The panel hangs above a fireplace on the first floor, dated 1666.



The description suggests a troubled man with the body of a bruiser. A picture emerges of what we would now call a “damaged” child who had craved a father’s love and approval. But does it portray Elias or his father?

Simon Ashmole’s brother inherited the civic responsibilities that the successful Thomas Senior had garnered from the Corporation. The two Thomases held the office of bailiff “no less than seven times,” as Howard Clayton informs us in his book on Lichfield in the Civil War, Loyal and Ancient City. Clayton also provides a glimpse of the outspoken character of the Ashmole family, of yeoman stock but now established in the city as saddlers (only the well-off rode horses). The leather trade was important to the Lichfield economy; the Saddlers’ Company claimed to have been founded in the reign of Edward I.

By the time Elias was six, his grandfather Thomas Ashmole had been sheriff, junior bailiff, and twice senior bailiff (mayor). He was what one might today call a “Big Noise” in the little city. He was also a member of the Company of Corvisors (shoemakers) of Lichfield, and their surviving records reveal how on May 8, 1626 (Elias was eight at the time), Thomas Ashmole was fined a shilling by John Warde, probably the company master, apparently for failure to attend meetings. Thomas did not take this forfeiture lying down. Rather, the record informs us, he “did abuse the said John Warde at the Hall done in the open street, and called him a Cobbling Clown.” For this outburst Ashmole was fined a further three shillings and four pence.

Whether the possessor of this fiery temperament was Elias’s grandfather or uncle is impossible to ascertain. It could probably have been either of them; one receives a vivid picture of a proud and independent-spirited family.

While the two Ashmoles were influential in local politics, it does not seem difficult to understand why Elias’s father spent so much time away with English armies. Presumably there was only so much room for fighting in Lichfield. Was Simon Ashmole seeking his own heroic scenario? Perhaps he was tired of boxing with his brother’s shadow. One cannot tell whether he joined the troops “to forget” or to be remembered with glory. A melancholic temperament such as his doubtless entertained both possibilities. One certainly senses the frustrated destiny of the unfulfilled life, the son who might have wondered what use he was to any but himself.

As the great Swiss psychologist Carl Jung wrote in 1929 when considering the life of Ashmole’s alchemical predecessor Paracelsus (1493–1541), “Nothing exerts a stronger psychic effect upon the human environment and especially upon children, than the life which its parents have not lived.”6
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Views of the cellar, the attic, and a window in Ashmole’s birthplace.





It is to be suspected that Elias, painfully aware of his father’s deep-seated miseries, would come first to recognize the importance of a secure social setting for ambition, and second to fire up his own ambition to justify the unexplored potential hidden within the father’s melancholy. He may have been unconsciously driven to “put right” his father’s failure. Does not the Son usually have to justify the doubted Father?

Ashmole was aware that his father was “kind to others” but immediately states that “ill husbandry” led him to be a great enemy not only to himself but also to his “poor family.” How many nights of tears lay behind this summary statement? A great enemy …

Add to this Lilly’s account of the “violent and passionate man” who made poor and probably hasty judgments, and it seems reasonable to assume that young Elias would have suffered eruptions from silence manifested perhaps in beatings and harsh and regrettable—if not regretted—words.

Ashmole, the sensitive, artistic child, born of a mother of noble ancestry, must have wondered about the depths of the human personality and the hidden springs of motivation. His interest in such matters was lifelong and was reflected in his love of astrology, his unique dream records (according to Jung, who studied them), and his many sociable virtues.

Elias Ashmole was also deeply concerned with transcendence and the path to the gate of transcendence that is knowledge. He took his forward drive from his family’s characteristics but prevented these strengths from becoming weaknesses by superimposing the balancing virtues of concentration, tolerance, discretion, good humor, and mindfulness.

From both parents came honesty and a directness that would serve him well. From the depths of himself, perhaps recovered through unspeakable, deep personal pain, came the light of gnosis, the desire for transcendence and the essence of mystical alchemy: the taking up of the dark matter and its transformation into light.

MOTHER

For all his faults, Simon Ashmole the bellicose, the sad adventurer, had married well. Ann Bowyer was, according to her son, a “discrete [sic], sober, provident woman [her husband being none of these], and with great patience endured many afflictions. Her parents had given her good breeding, and she was excellent at her needle; which (my father being improvident) stood her in good stead [Lichfield was home to dozens of tailors]. She was competently read in Divinity, History and Poetry, and was continually instilling into my Eares, such Religion and Moral Precepts as my younger yeares were capable of. Nor did she ever fail to correct my faults, alwaies adding sharp reproofs and good Lectures to boot.”7 Clearly, Ann Ashmole was determined that no one could later sigh, “Like father, like son.”

Ann’s married life must have been a continual struggle to offset the downward trajectory of her ill-destined husband. In this she was remarkably successful, instilling in her son the requirement of life that to get on in the world meant getting on with those who have made a profitable peace with the world, while at the same time keeping one’s own counsel, being discreet and plain to oneself. One can hardly doubt that Elias’s mother would have shielded the boy from his father’s worst outbursts, inevitably aggravated by financial hardship combined with darker, deeper undertones.

“She was,” said Elias after her death from plague in July 1646, “much esteemed by persons of Note with whom she was acquainted, she lived in much friendship among her Neighbours, and left a good name behind her. In fine, she was truly Religious and Virtuous.”8 Each line of this brief encomium is telling in some significant way of the tensions that manifest themselves in the dynamic thrust of Elias Ashmole’s life.

Elias would make it his business to get on with the world as he found it, but almost always on his own terms. It took him a long time to find out precisely what those “terms” consisted of, but one feels in his development contrary thrusts deep in his being.

When that fascinating man C. H. Josten wrote the established biography of Ashmole for the Oxford University Press in 1966, he sought to express Elias Ashmole’s greatness not in the terms of Ashmole’s contemporary reputation (great attainments of knowledge and intellect) but otherwise.
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Interior of Ashmole’s birthplace. The panel dates from Ashmole’s lifetime and is on the second floor of the building.



For Josten, Ashmole’s greatness lay in the manner in which his life expressed, contained, and found strength from an essential inner duality: how he made himself lord and master of his own inner house. This was the sole authentic “heroic scenario” permissible to Josten’s academic contemporaries in a post-Freudian world: “The quiet pleasures of contemplation and of lonely study, which were at no time foreign to his nature, became gradually the more powerful motive of his conduct. Thus, while gaining the secure position and the eminence for which he had longed in his youth, he did not rise as high in the world as he might have done had he been less an Hermetic philosopher and more a man of the earthly plane.”9

Perhaps Ashmole had seen a little too much of the earthly plane in his childhood and youth. But Josten was fully aware of the power of Ash-mole’s ambition, even though that ambition had something mysteriously and distinctively unearthly about it. “The mystical urge,” writes Josten, “was never strong enough to make him entirely abandon the bustle of the world. Thus he vacillated between the ideals of magus, savant, and man of the world, and if the tension produced by the sustained coexistence in one person of seemingly incompatible qualities and desires is the secret of a powerful personality, then we hold here probably the key to Ashmole’s greatness among his contemporaries.”10

Maybe this is the key, not to his contemporaries’ appreciation of him, but to ours. Perhaps Ashmole’s life and character now represent a vital model for our own times. Within his story may be discerned a demonstration of how to reconcile the miserable facts of the lower life (for which we now have an almost impenetrable wall of evidence) with the spiritual aspiration of the awakened human mind—that is, an indication of how to reconcile our need for reality and our need for the transcendence of that reality. Ashmole’s life is in a sense a case of, and for, the alchemical, spiritual life.

But before Ashmole was a Hermetic philosopher dedicated to the raising of earth to heaven, he was already an antiquarian. In order to find the source of this urge we may look not only to his inner investigation of personal identity (inevitable given his father’s distance from him), but also to Lichfield itself and, again, to his beloved, stern, and thoroughly sensible mother. Ann Ashmole was what the downstairs staff of Edwardian fictions would call “a Real Lady.”

The Ann Bowyer, daughter of Anthony Bowyer, citizen, and draper of Coventry, who married Simon the saddler of Lichfield was a descendant of Richard the Forester, the Hunter, the Crooked Oak. According to the Domesday record of 1086, Ricardus Forestarius, vel Venator, vel Chenelware held Biddulph, Knypersley, and Biddulph Moor from the king. These estates were all to be found in the moorlands of Staffordshire, some thirty and more miles north of Lichfield. The wild moorlands bordering on Cheshire were home to the county’s most powerful lords.

The Forester’s son was Ormus (the Elm) le Guidon (the standard bearer), married to the daughter of the Norman sheriff of Stafford. Ormus was possibly a Templar knight. From the issue of his children—Robert, Edward, Thomasin, Alured, and Sir Thomas Bidulf—we can trace half a millennium of landed Staffordshire life. From their marriages were joined the genealogies of the de Audleys, the de Knypersleys, the de Verdons, the de Gresleys, the Mainwarings, the Bidulfs, the de Venables—and the Bowyers, who joined a line that stretched back to Ormus le Guidon’s son Alured de Knypersley.

Ann Ashmole had no reason to be reticent about her family history where her son was concerned. All about the growing boy hung the ethos of the ancient, the hallowed, and the mysterious. For the rest of his life Ashmole would collect genealogies. Streams of history, both above and underground, fascinated him. He liked to trace phenomena to their source. His instincts were preservative, comprehensive, and particular; detail mattered. He cared about things that went missing, things hidden, things that were losing their temporal grip on posterity; he drew with great skill many hundreds of pictures of English monuments and preserved dozens of inscriptions that would otherwise be lost to us. Thanks to the preservation motive he did so much to encourage, these works are themselves preserved at the Bodleian Library and the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford.

Ashmole keenly felt the impact of history’s march—and mankind’s ignorance—that obliterated, or tried to obliterate, its inheritance. Has this country gained any more than Esau for bartering its soul for the “mess of pottage” that is short-term gain?

Perhaps it was the stories of ancient lineages told him by his clear-thinking mother that gave Elias the insight that we are all part of a tree, that “now” is no time at all: everything that is has already been. We are the passing faces of an unfolding; all is contained in the seed. Its working out is time itself: the effects of fate, chance, and providence. His motto was Ex Uno Omnia: from the One, All.

Ashmole would have borne an informed contempt for the “modern” or its twisted offspring, the “postmodern.” Rather, we are all part of a living tree whose roots feed us vital sap from the past. That a thing was past did not mean that it had ceased to be; rather, the present and the future were utterly contingent upon the life that flowed through all time. The folly of man was to forget the reality that all that has been, is. “It” is in our eyes, our ears, our homes, our dreams, our aspirations, our blood. The memory required jerking from time to time—that was a task for the antiquarian. Nothing is dead unless it has been killed.

Ashmole would come to look at the Dissolution of the Monasteries (1534–c. 1540), for example, in the worst possible light. What had been hailed in its day as the clearing away of old and bad—and sometimes very bad—habits, a vital modernization of the state’s relationship with religion, even the rationalization of care, was for Ashmole nothing less than “the Great Deluge.”
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Ruins of Croxden Abbey, Staffordshire moorlands.
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View of Staffordshire-Cheshire border looking northwest from the summit of Bosley Cloud.



He referred to an event as terrific, mythic, and epoch-blasting as the Great Flood itself, the wiping away of all but what was preserved in the Ark. So was not Noah the first antiquarian, both ante-and postdiluvian? And was not the Ark that floated above the waves of change and catastrophe a kind of museum? And was not Elias Ashmole to be a new helmsman entrusted with the history of all that was noble, true, real, and of good repute?

Taking on this task was not simply a matter of philosophical principle. The monasteries had preserved the knowledge of the nation. It is estimated that the Dissolution led to the destruction of 98 percent of the books and manuscripts of England. Hitler himself never managed such a conflagration of knowledge. Ashmole’s hero, the magus John Dee (1527–1608), had petitioned Queen Mary to establish a national library to preserve what was left; the request was ignored. A state of national burglary went hand in hand with the Reformation. Ashmole would distinguish himself as one who saved what he could.
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