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Note from the Publisher on the Collector’s Edition

It is our privilege to offer this Collector’s Edition of Kurt Seligmann’s masterwork The Mirror of Magic in its original form. We chose to preserve and reproduce the impressive 1948 first edition layout, typography, and most important, all 250 of Seligmann’s illustrations from his rare and private collection.

We  have  added  a  foreword  by  Celia  Rabinovitch,  director  of research  for  the  Seligmann  Center,  who  describes  Seligmann’s  life journey  and  its  influences  on  his  work,  and  a  preface  by  Gražina Subelytė,  who  examines  the  transformative  power  of  magic  and the  occult  that  inspired Seligmann  to  create  his  visual  and  literary works.

The original text block of The Mirror of Magic starts with a rendering of the quotation and artwork that opened the 1948 edition, followed by Seligmann’s dedication, acknowledgments, and table of contents, where the pagination of the original edition begins.
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FOREWORD

The Artist behind the Mirror of Magic

By Celia Rabinovitch

The Mirror of Magic was as unique as its creator. Kurt Seligmann (1900–1962) was born at the turn of the century in Basel, Switzerland, during the height of the symbolist movement and the occult revival in Europe. An artist, he rejected the bourgeois life of his parents and sought the transformative power of imagination to turn matter into metaphor through alchemy and art. Kurt Seligmann saw through the mirror of magic and revealed its manifestations in supernaturalism, religion, and the sacred.

His father, Gustav, was originally from Prussia and arrived in Basel in 1895. His mother, Helene, was from Lengnau, one of only two Jewish towns in the canton of Aargau where Jews were allowed to settle in Switzerland prior to 1866.1 They established a furniture store at 19 Falkenstrasse, near the city center. Historically, Basel’s stance toward its Jewish population was stained. In 1349, the Jews were blamed for the Black Death and burned or expelled from Basel, and were again exiled in 1549. The Jewish community was allowed to return to Basel in 1862 and given civic rights in 1874, but this marginal position cannot have escaped Kurt’s assimilated parents, reminded by the World Zionist Congresses led by Theodore Herzl that sought solutions to the persecution of Jews in Europe.

As a child, Kurt absorbed elements of the fantastic art and symbolism of earlier Swiss artists such as Johann Heinrich Füssli and Arnold Böcklin. The costumes and pageantry of the Catholic Carnival in Basel captured his childhood imagination and continued to haunt him as an artist.2 However, as a Jewish boy in a Catholic environment, he could only witness this spectacle, rather than participate. From 1918–19, Kurt attended the Ecole des Beaux-Arts in Geneva, where drawing the draped figure co-mingled with memories of Carnival and images of the draped furniture in his father’s store. This compounding of imagination released a trajectory of symbols that he explored in painting.

In 1920, he returned to Basel during his father’s illness to manage the business. Longing to develop his art he finally left for Florence in 1927 to attend the Accademia de Belle Arti. There he discovered themes from the Christian Cabbala in the layered symbolism of Renaissance artists, presented in a deep space composed with sublime color. These artists were adepts at the Neoplatonic cross-referencing of pagan, Christian, and Old Testament themes, a process that became an essential element of Seligmann’s imagination.

Kurt Seligmann arrived in Paris in 1929—entering a milieu effervescent with original ideas connecting symbolism, dreams, and myth with the psychoanalysis of Freud, Wilhelm Reich, and Jung. With a small inheritance, received in 1935 from his father, he collected rare books in Italian, Latin, Greek, and German, concentrating on the Neoplatonists and the Christian Cabbala, including Marsilio Ficino, Pico della Mirandola, Robert Fludd, Johannes Reuchlin, and Paracelsus. Seligmann unearthed sources that provide the spectacular images in The Mirror of Magic. He synthesized ideas from Sir James Frazer, E. B. Tylor, Carl Jung, and Herbert Silberman—although he avoided their cultural Darwinism—and he associated with artists Hans (Jean) Arp, Alberto Giacometti, and the surrealists. André Breton accepted him into the surrealist movement in 1934, and he was welcomed to their daily meetings in 1937.3 He had arrived: a community of artists, marriage to Arlette Paraf (1935), and recognition as an artist. Arlette was the niece of Georges Wildenstein, of the Galerie des Beaux-Arts, who financed the radical magazine Documents (1929–31), juxtaposing mythology, archaeology, ethnography, and fine arts, drawing Seligmann toward ethnography. But he was anxious nonetheless. In 1932, foreseeing the rise of fascism in Europe, he collected a scrapbook of propaganda images, on which he wrote, “How soon will the next war come?”4

Kurt and Arlette left Paris in 1938 to conduct field research in totemism with the Gitxsan and Tsimshian peoples of northern British Columbia, Canada. He obtained a monumental totem pole for the anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss, then an assistant director of ethnology at the newly formed Musée de l’Homme in Paris.5 Seligmann became one of the first European “artists in exile,” and when he and Arlette left for his exhibition in New York in 1939, they remained there.

During the War, he helped others to escape, including André Breton, who arrived with Lévi-Strauss in 1941. But in 1943 Breton expelled Seligmann from the surrealist movement over an argument about the meaning of a tarot card. It is ironic that Seligmann, who studied totem and taboo, was shunned, made taboo, by Breton. Likely, The Mirror of Magic became his strength in exile. If he was surrounded by an odor of rejection, then he would be distinguished by wisdom. These events drove Seligmann’s sense of personal exile, first from his native Switzerland, then from Paris, and finally from surrealism.

The Mirror of Magic, first published in 1948, prefigured writings by the great historian of religion Mircea Eliade, whose 
Patterns in Comparative Religion was published ten years later, or Joseph Campbell’s 
Hero with a Thousand Faces, published a year after Seligmann’s book. These thinkers sought a primal story or 
ur-myth—a “monomyth” behind mythology. But this theory was not Seligmann’s aim. Nor did he impose an evolutionary model of human spirituality on magic, as Sir James Frazer and E. B. Tylor did. Seligmann avoids employing a developmental theory, allowing the multifarious forces of magic to emerge. He was the only one of a generation of speculative thinkers on the sacred that pursued an active art practice, and he was fully informed of the magical ability of matter to become metaphor.

The Mirror of Magic embodied his insight. “As an artist, I was concerned with the aesthetic value of magic and its influences on man’s creative imagination.”6 Seligmann’s palette was not only in the play of symbols but a living painter’s palette of raw pigments that transformed prima materia—primal matter—into metaphor, employing in his studio the alchemy of Renaissance painting techniques. Similarly using mortar and pestle in medieval times, artists, apothecaries, and alchemists were linked in the same guild, for each transformed matter into essence.7

Paint is water and stone, and it is also liquid thought. That is an essential fact that art history misses, and alchemical ideas can demonstrate how it can happen. . . . Alchemy is the art that knows how to make a substance no formula can describe. And it knows the particular turmoil of thoughts that finds expression in colors. Alchemy is the old science of struggling with materials, and not quite understanding what is happening. . . . as every painter does each day in the studio.8

An illumination shines through The Mirror of Magic, an incandescence. Seligmann attempts to return to the wholeness of magic. Embedded meaning cannot be separated into parts; it is rather a saturation, a veil, a perfume. This vapor seeps through the thresholds of chapters, penetrating through the joins in the grand edifice as smoke that saturates all. Gershom Scholem observes: “a mystical tradition like the Kabbalah has an ironic touch. It is concerned with a veil of fog, which, like the history of mystical tradition, hangs around the corpus, around the space of the thing itself, a fog however which emanates from the very thing.”

Between the fragments of The Mirror of Magic, emerging from the funereal or spectral figures of his paintings, Seligmann returns to the Jewish mysticism from which he was exiled, first by assimilation, then from political necessity during the war, and finally from himself. Did he suspect it? The Mirror of Magic exhales a smoke, a fog circling the words as space encircles the cloaked forms of Seligmann’s cyclonic landscapes. Seligmann’s art suggests that he was more steeped in the Kabbalah than he otherwise revealed, perhaps due to his precarious position as an émigré in France and as an artist in exile in America. As Scholem says, “authentic tradition remains hidden.”9

When he finished writing The Mirror of Magic, Seligmann wrote an article “Magic and the Arts” (1946). He proposes that as in music, dance, or poetry, the All can be seen in the One, and each element can act on each other dynamically:

To the magician, All is contained in All – and All is One, God and the Universe are One. Moreover: what is above, is also below, the visible and the invisible world reflect one another.

And similarly, is literature connected with the universe, as the Cabala teaches. In the Book Zohar we read: Through the expansion of the sky which circles the world, there are figures, signs by which we may know the secrets and most profound mysteries. . . . He who travels early in the morning shall look to the East. He will see something there like letters marching in the sky, some rising, some descending. These brilliant characters are the letters with which God has formed heaven and earth.10

As The Mirror of Magic was about to be published in 1948, Seligmann created an etching titled Magica. In it, he releases the animating force of the Kabbalah that lay latent in his occult library, transformed into the Christian Cabbala by Mirandola, Swedenborg, Paracelsus, and others. Magica reveals Seligmann’s hidden history. Perhaps he thought of it for the book’s cover, then thought better of it. He pulled only one proof. It depicts various occult symbols, including the trident of Paracelsus, the ouroboros, the planet Mercury, and the sign of Saturn as well as the Aleph placed at the top center, crowning the composition.11 Yet, the central placement of the Aleph is so obvious as to have become obscure. And what is the Aleph? The first letter of the Hebrew alphabet, the breath, an exhalation, the creation of the world, the source of life, embedded in all. As with the Aleph, so with magic—transferable, transmutable, endowing, lush—the infinite creative will.

CELIA RABINOVITCH (Ph.D., McGill; MFA, Wisconsin) is an artist and writer whose paintings have been exhibited internationally. Her book  Surrealism and the Sacred: Power, Eros, and the Occult in Modern Art 
is widely cited in multiple fields. She has written on surrealism and Kurt Seligmann for The Dictionary of Art and The Spiritual Image in Modern Art 
and the Cornell University Art Museum and other venues. Her forthcoming book in 2019 is about the friendship between Marcel Duchamp and grandmaster of blindfold chess George Koltanowski. She has been a professor at the University of Colorado and Syracuse University and an artist in residence at the University of Victoria as well as directed programs in art and design at the University of California, Berkeley and the University of Manitoba. She is the director of research for the Seligmann Center in Sugar Loaf, New York.



PREFACE

The Emancipatory Power of Magic

By Gražina Subelytė

Pondering the definition of magic for a lecture on the subject, Kurt L. Seligmann, the distinguished Swiss-American surrealist artist, bibliophile, and scholar of magic and the occult, wrote the following enlightening words:

If you expect now a definition of magic I must disappoint you . . . knowing the colossal age of magic, you can imagine the manifold aspects which [it] has assumed . . . It is the character of magic to be mysterious and I cannot but be mysterious when speaking about it . . . Magic operation is the application, the practical use of wisdom . . . acquired in contemplation of the inner self and of nature . . . Magic endeavors to explain every phenomenon in life, in nature, in the invisible world. Omnia in Omnibus, all is contained in all and all is one. Fundamental theory of all superior magic: unity of the universe within its endless variety.1

Seligmann revealed that for him magic held the most profound possible meaning. It was all-encompassing, far-reaching, and ultimately it represented a metaphor for existence itself. He firmly believed that there was no evident separation between any of the elements in the universe and that, even if often mysterious and unfathomable, there was a reason and connection among all manifestations and events in life. Consequently, he advocated a vision of the cosmos as one united entity, marked by a system of analogies and correspondences, a central notion of the Western esoteric tradition, articulated in the hermetic proverb “as above, so below.” Given his magical worldview, it comes as no surprise, as Seligmann himself readily admitted, that the central occult tenet of unity—“All is contained in All,” and “All is One”—also forms the guiding theme of his illuminating book The Mirror of Magic: A History of Magic in the Western World.2

This magnum opus marked the culmination of many years of research that Seligmann undertook in relation to magic and the occult. To begin with, perhaps not coincidentally, his interest in these subjects can be traced to his childhood. Seligmann was born at the turn of the century that had marked the widespread pan-European occult revival and, early on, he became familiar with the texts of Paracelsus (1493–1541), the influential Swiss-German physician, alchemist, and astrologer in early modern Europe. Seligmann credited the writings of Paracelsus for introducing him to the world of magic. In addition, as a child he absorbed his father’s puppet shows and the films by Georges Méliès (1861–1938), a pioneer “cinemagician,” whose eclectic juxtapositions of elements creating magic encounters were admired by the surrealists. The  Basler Fasnacht, too, had a lasting effect; ghastly figures performing ritualistic dances, such as the danse macabre, related to the history and carnival of Basel, are found echoed throughout Seligmann’s iconography.

After moving to Paris in 1929, he became an official member of the surrealist group in Paris in 1934, and from the start shared with the surrealists a vivid interest in ethnic art, the occult, and intriguing objects from the past. In line with the surrealists’ fascination for the spiritual and magical symbolism rooted in the indigenous objects, Seligmann and his wife, Arlette, visited the Northwest Coast of British Columbia in 1938 to study the culture of the Tsimshian nation. They spent the summer there in situ studying the art and life of the Northwest Coast Natives and becoming members of their clan. While there, he collected artifacts for the Musée de l’Homme, Paris, including a totem pole (now in the Musée du Quai Branly, Paris). His interest in magic, mythology, and especially their impact on creativity and imagination became ever more prominent. He noted, “During my stay [there] I realized that in these primitive societies magic is almost the exclusive impulse given to creativeness.”3

In September 1939, Seligmann became the first surrealist to move to the U.S., where he remained until his death. He was arguably the most important Swiss surrealist abroad and played a crucial role in New York in providing a bridge between occultism and the activities of the surrealist group, when myth and magic became the movement’s most urgent preoccupations. He became renowned as an expert and a trusted source about occult matters. In the unsettled sociopolitical climate between the world wars, and above all during the Second World War, Seligmann increasingly embraced magic, alchemy, and the occult as potent ways of challenging the prevailing values in society, as valid alternative avenues that allowed one to tap into the otherworldly forces, and to stimulate the mind, setting it free from any confinement that prevented it from exploring its full potential. For him, magic represented a transformative power that provided fuel for the imagination and thus facilitated the vision of a new world order, marked by a cultural and spiritual renewal. He wrote The Mirror of Magic during the Second World War, and bearing such an antagonistic context in mind is at the heart of unlocking and understanding the true meaning of the book’s contents. It provided an onslaught and a substitute for the brutal reality brought about by the failure of rationalism and reason.

Seligmann’s interest in magic also manifested through book collecting that he undertook while still in Europe in the late 1930s. The letters he exchanged with rare book dealers in Europe and the U.S. reveal that he was a studious bibliophile, adamant to find the oldest editions of the scarcest extant books on the occult tradition. His collection comprised about 240 of such rare volumes and about twice as many reference books, some dating back to the 16th century.4 The library contents were encyclopedic, spanning a wide spectrum of topics on the occult sciences, magic, alchemy, Cabbala, Rosicrucianism, astrology, chiromancy, witchcraft, demonology and spirits, the evil eye, and related subjects. Books on Jewish magic and mysticism reflect his keen interest in his own heritage, while books by sceptics and critics of magic and witchcraft mirror the fact that Seligmann sought to form a complete picture of the field for himself. Publications on folklore, primitivism, and comparative religion were also a substantial part of his collection.

The scope and eclecticism of his library points to the emphasis on the past and miscellaneous esoteric topics as a source of interest, inspiration, and influence that he subsequently synthesized in  The Mirror of Magic. Such literature, tracing traditions of the occult, offered Seligmann the possibility to access realms of knowledge that were beyond what was visible to the human eye and surpass any limits of the traditional modes of recognition pointing rather toward the invisible realm of the psyche and imagination. In his lecture notes on magic, he wrote: “The fulfillment that magic promises is before all one within the realms of the psyche. Like dreams it realizes desires and in freeing the soul . . . from the oppressions that may beleaguer it, it releases forces, creative powers within us.”5 For Seligmann magic held a liberating, “Faustian” power of rebirth and renewal, in the face of turmoil and uncertainty. In a disenchanted world, it was powerfully emancipatory.

Drawing on his ethnographic research and the extensive contents of his library, Seligmann initially serialized his writings in the exile journals  VVV and View and the journal  Hémisphères, edited by the poet Yvan Goll (1891–1950). Seligmann’s work then culminated in  The Mirror of Magic, whose manuscript he completed in late 1945, at the end of the war. First published by Pantheon Books in New York in 1948,  The Mirror of Magic is ultimately defined by an overarching theme of mankind’s constant drive toward spiritual and creative liberation and to attaining unity and harmony, all possible with the help of magical beliefs and operations. Seligmann referred to this continuously throughout the publication. Consequently, he shed light on why magic continues to fascinate us and why the longing for it never ceases. Given the continuous sociopolitical upheaval in the world today, the lure of the mysterious and liberating escape that magic offers has never been stronger. The relevance of Seligmann’s authoritative book is as prominent now as it ever was. He makes it clear in his final sentences of the book:

Magical operations . . . permitted men . . . to overcome the oppression of hostile reality through regular intercourse with supernatural forces. Such were the real gifts which man was able to extract from magic . . . a system that prevailed in society for thousands of years hardly needs an apology. . . . Magic was a stimulus to thinking. It freed man from fears, endowed him with a feeling of his power to control the world, sharpened his capacity to imagine, and kept awake his dreams of higher achievement.6

The authors whose books Seligmann collected and whose importance he acknowledged for his own work in the Introductory Note to his book, including Lynn Thorndike (1882–1965) and James George Frazer (1854–1941), also advocated the sweeping character of magic that Seligmann resolutely believed in. Frazer’s twelve-volume study The Golden Bough: A Study in Magic and Religion (1890–1915), read widely by the surrealists, was revolutionary, one of the first forays into an anthropological standpoint on culture, religion, and ritual. Frazer argued that every society passes through a natural progression from magic to religious beliefs to scientific thought. He perceived religion as an intermediary step in the evolutionary process from magic to science. Central to Frazer was the notion that, as Seligmann phrased it, magic “had beneficial results: social and scientific progress,”7 and thus eventually held a positive, revolutionary function. In Frazer’s own words, magic “contributed to emancipate mankind from thralldom of tradition and to elevate them into a larger, freer life . . . We are forced to admit that if the black art has done much evil, it has also been the source of much good . . . it has yet been the mother of freedom and truth.”8

In The Mirror of Magic, Seligmann uncovers a comprehensive history of magic from Mesopotamia, Persia, ancient Egypt, and Greece through to the 18th century. The aim of the book, in Seligmann’s words, is “to present to the general reader a condensed account of the magical ideas and operations in the civilized Western world.”9 His “mirror” of magic is therefore a “mirror” of a magical conception of the world through the ages, explored through topics such as alchemy, Gnosticism, witchcraft, Cabbala, black magic, and astrology. The theme of the unity of the universe within its variety resonates throughout the book, in particular, through the efforts of humanity to reconcile two seemingly opposing forces, those of good and evil, which actually spring from the same source. The Mirror of Magic offers, if you like, a look back at the history of the longing to heal this divide and to find harmony. It thus grants precious perspective as this is a struggle that mankind continues to be engaged in.

The popularity of Seligmann’s study is unquestionable, as it is one of the few occult classics to remain in print. Its enormous appeal is reflected by the fact that it was translated into several languages and was published in subsequent editions under the titles Magic, Supernaturalism and Religion (1971, 1973) and  The History of Magic and the Occult (1983, 1997). For instance, the surrealist artist and writer Leonora Carrington (1917–2011) enthusiastically read Seligmann’s plea for the occult. In a letter from Chihuahua, Mexico, in 1948, she wrote, “I was much moved and touched by the scrupulous honesty with which you treated the subject . . . without any attempt at mystification which seems to be the vulgar habit.”10 Indeed, remaining true to fact and writing without bias, Seligmann refused to promote ideologies or sectarian views of the occult. This study confirmed and solidified his position as an authority on the subject.

In the end, even if Seligmann’s work as an artist and a scholar might appear to be contradictory, in a true magical sense he managed to arrive at the perfect unity and resolution of the two. The emphasis on the emancipatory and creative potential of magic points to the key fact that Seligmann wrote The Mirror of Magic from an artistic viewpoint. “The magical world is literally that of the artist,” he stressed.11 He often compared the role of the artist with that of an alchemist or a magician, and he argued about an analogy existing between man and the universe in their parallel aim to create based on an impulse. He came to see an inseparable link between the goals of magic and those of art and propagated this idea for the rest of his life.

When first published, the book was abundantly illustrated with esoteric imagery, much of which was derived from the books in Seligmann’s personal library. All illustrations from the original edition are included in this special collector’s edition. The flyer announcing the publication in 1948 explicitly noted that it came to fruition with an artist-oriented vision, driven by his interest in the picturesque: “a unique, visual approach . . . No other book on magic has stressed the pictorial and esthetic element as this one does. A wealth of illustrations—250—make it truly a ‘mirror’ of magic.”12 Seligmann further stressed in the Introductory Note what he had already learned through his ethnographic travels: “As an artist, I was concerned with the aesthetic value of magic and its influence upon man’s creative imagination. The relics of ancient peoples indicate that religio-magical beliefs have given a great impulse to artistic activities.”13 Given the validity of magic in the creative process and for aesthetic purposes, he concluded that it should not be relegated to the past but rather considered an integral part of the present. Magic continues to live on, and, as Seligmann put it best in his own words, “hardly one among us can say that he is entirely free of magical thought or action.”14
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Introductory Note

THE aim of this book is to present to the general reader a condensed account of the magical ideas and operations in the civilized Western world. Because of the character of this book a vast material had to be sifted and reduced to what I considered most typical. Such a condensation, however, may convey more to the lay reader than a lengthy dissertation on an inexhaustible theme.

Magic has been treated mainly in two different ways. The specialized works of scholars are confined to specific types, aspects and eras; generally, they are written for the scientific reader. On the other hand, there are innumerable publications of questionable value expounding ideas rarely based on fact, but twisting the truth into a narrow system of a special brand: that of the sectarian of the occult. Only a few authors on magic have written for the general reader, a fact which will perhaps justify this publication.

Without pretence to original scholarship, my investigation has been guided by such scholarly works as those of J. G. Frazer, A. von Harnack, G. L. Kittredge, Fr. J. Boll, L. Thorndike, and others. In addition, my personal library of old books on magic and witchcraft facilitated this investigation and permitted me to select a wealth of illustrations which the reader will welcome, no doubt. As an artist, I was concerned with the aesthetic value of magic and its influence upon man's creative imagination. The vestiges of ancient peoples tend to indicate that religio-magical beliefs have given a great impulse to artistic activities, a stimulus which outlasted paganism and produced belated flowers in the era of Christianity.

I wish to express my gratitude to the following persons who have helped me in assembling and coordinating material for this book: Miss Henrietta Weigel, Ralph Hyams, Martin James, Miss Edith Porada, Marc Pagano.

[image: image]

Fig. 1. Shell Plaques of a King of Ur
(Courtesy of The 
University Museum, Philadelphia)



MESOPOTAMIA


The Forgetful Gods

FROM time immemorial, man has felt confronted with evil supernatural beings, and his weapon against them has been the use of magical rites. Spirits lurked everywhere. Larvae and lemures lived beneath the earth; vampires escaped from the dead to attack the living; Namtar (pestilence) and Idpa (fever) plagued the cities. Night was ruled by the demons of evil, of the desert, of the abyss, of the sea, of the mountains, of the swamp, of the south wind. There were the succubi and the incubi, carriers of obscene nightmares; the snare-setting Maskim; the evil Utuq, dweller of the desert; the bull demon Telai; and Alai the destroyer.

People's minds were dominated by malign demons who demanded sacrifices and prayers. But the sages of ancient civilizations knew also that good spirits existed, ever ready to come to the rescue of the afflicted. In the higher magical religions, the priests conceived a supreme deity, a wise controller of the world's harmony.

Amid such fears and wonders lived the river peoples of the Tigris and Euphrates: the legendary Sumerians who had settled in the lower Euphrates valley five thousand years before Christ; the dark-skinned Akkadians who had established themselves in the region of Babylon three thousand years before our era; the Elamites, ancestors of the Persians whom we can trace back to the fourth millennium; the star-wise Babylonians, founders of a world empire; the Assyrians, first vassals of Babylon, subsequently conquerors of western Asia and Egypt; and again the Medes, whose glory had seemed everlasting until the Persians achieved hegemony over all Asiatic lands.

In the broad plains, on terraces of temples and towers, the priests scanned the night sky, pondering over the riddle of the universe—the cause of all being, of life and death. They offered their prayers to the spirit of Hea, the Earth, and to the spirit of Ana, the Sky. By conjuration, by the burning of incense, by shouts and by whispers, by gesture and by song, the priests sought to attract the attention of the fickle gods who had forever to be reminded of the misfortunes of mortals. "Remember," the incantations were always reiterating:

"Remember him who makes sacrifices—may forgiveness and peace flow for him like molten brass: May this man's days be vivified by the sun!— Spirit of the Earth, remember! Spirit of the Sky, remember!"1

Not only were the demons to be feared; but also within man himself lived dangerous powers. If magic was a protector, it was likewise a destroyer, a formidable weapon in the hands of criminals who used it to attain evil ends. The sorcerer believed himself to be beyond laws and religious commandments, casting spells and reciting incantations to kill at random:

"The imprecation acts upon man like an evil demon. The screaming voice is upon him. The maleficent voice is upon him. The malicious imprecation is the cause of his disease. The maleficent imprecation strangles this man as if he were a lamb. The god in his body made the wound, the goddess gives him anxiety. The screaming voice, like that of the hyena, has overcome him and masters him."2

Some sorcerers were believed to possess the evil eye, which enabled them to kill by merely glancing at their victims; of others it was said that they created images of their enemies which they burned or punctured with pins, depending upon the amount of harm they desired to inflict.

"He who forges the image, he who enchants—

The spiteful face, the evil eye,

The mischievous mouth, the mischievous tongue,

The mischievous lips, the mischievous words,

Spirit of the Sky, remember!

Spirit of the Earth, remember!"3

There were incantations against the innumerable operations of black magic, against the ever-present demons which pass like snakes furtively into the house, preventing women from conceiving, stealing children, sometimes descending upon the land like pillaging Asiatic warriors.

"They fall on one land after the other,

They raise the slave above his rank,

They cast the freewoman out of the house where she gave birth,

They cast the young birds out of their nests into emptiness,

They drive the oxen before them, they drive away the lamb,

The evil, the cunning demons."4

But voices of peace are also heard amid the fear and the tumult, and hymns of worship alternate with conjurations. A broken tablet still reads in cuneiform characters: "The garlands . . . exalted shepherd ... on the thrones and altars . . . the marble scepter . . . exalted shepherd, King, shepherd of the peoples. . . 
."

These peaceful songs cease when Namtar, the pernicious demon, unfolds his black wings. Then the afflicted are reminded of Mulge, Lord of the Abyss, and the planets, his kin. In deadly terror they call upon the gods and the spirits whom they had forgotten in their prosperity, for men are forgetful just as the gods whom they shaped in their image.

Spirit of Mulge, Lord of the countries, remember.5

Spirit of Nin-gelal, Lady of the countries, remember.

Spirit of Nindar, mighty warrior of Mulge, remember.

Spirit of Paku, sublime intelligence of Mulge, remember.

Spirit of En-Zuna, son of Mulge, remember.

Spirit of Tishku, Lady of the hosts, remember.

Spirit of Udu, King of Justice, remember. . . .*

Such is the nature of the cuneiform inscriptions that have come to us from the royal library at Nineveh, which, in the seventh century 
B.C., King Ashurbanipal had compiled from the ancient Akkadian texts. These had long since become unintelligible, but precisely for this reason even greater powers were ascribed to them. It was taken for granted that, since these mysterious formulas had been recited for ages, they were still efficacious. Similar beliefs that the magic word must not be altered existed among other nations of antiquity, beliefs which, indeed, with slight modifications, survive in our day. Veneration for the original word of the Scriptures is stressed in our time by Catholics and Jews who recite their prayers in Latin or Hebrew, in spite of the fact that these languages are dead, just as Akkadian was during the Ashurbanipal period.

The ancient Akkadian texts clearly show these peoples' conception of the supernatural. For them, Good and Evil are caused by good or evil spirits sent forth by good and evil gods. Their world is dualistic, the stage of undecided combat between the forces of light and dark. No moral distinction is made in this perennial struggle, in the belief that it is only through fatality that these forces are either good or bad. Good may well engender evil, as illustrated by Mulge, who, although not belonging essentially to the evil principle, yet begot Namtar, the most cruel of all demons. Good and evil are not even necessarily encamped in separate abodes: beneficent powers dwell in the dark abyss of Mulge, and spiteful forces live side by side with charitable ones. In these beliefs, man would have been the prey of chaos had he not employed magical arts to protect himself against evil influences.

Through magic, he established his society; it coordinated his daily life. The arts flourished, merchants attended to their business, troops maneuvered in the plain, from the temples rose the smoke of sacrifices, hunters roamed the northern mountains, and in the king's palace the wise assembled to discuss affairs of state. These nations have left behind vestiges of their high culture; a refined taste, a sharp sense of beauty were predominant. Artisans made marvelous things from metal, stone, wood, shells, and other materials; their works harmoniously united elegance with simplicity, ostentation with intimacy, humor with cruelty.

The ancient Elamites had created their gods in animal forms. But among the Sumero-Akkadians, human gods emerge from the beast. The animal is subdued and is made to conform to human ways. On the harp of the king of Ur is engraved the mythical hero Gilgamesh, embracing two rampant man-headed bulls. Lion and dog are depicted on their way to the sacrifice; a bear is holding a harp "that fills with joy the temple courts," while a donkey is playing upon it, a jest that was also dear to the Middle Ages. On the bear's paw, a fox makes himself at home, drumming on a board and shaking his rattle under the muzzle of the carved bull's head which adorns the sounding box. A creature—half man, half scorpion—is about to dance. Standing on his hindlegs, a chamois shakes the rattles. These scenes represent the wild spirit of the dance (fig. 1).

Joyous feasts alternate with solemn sacrifices, and everything is accomplished by magical operations that free the soul from fear and stimulate man's imagination. It was for magical purposes that images were carved, poems written, music played, and public monuments erected.




Divinatory Arts

DEMONS were powerful, capable of killing man and beast, but they could not altogether destroy life, nor could they permanently disrupt the order of nature. An eclipse of the sun might cause panic; but ultimately the sun emerged victorious from this struggle against evil, for did it not rise and set day after day, with the seasons following one another, bringing sowing and harvesting? Man stimulated the rhythm of nature by incantation, dance and gesture; and the stars moved in accordance with immutable laws as if to bear witness to the harmony of the world.

With the progress of civilization, the early dualism was modified. In Chaldea, wise men discovered a higher order and a better law. By contemplation of the night sky, the Chaldean priests conceived a supreme god from whom sprang the other deities. This god was a creative power chained to the eternal law which he embodied, and submitting to his own decrees. Based upon a philosophical system, a purer religion was born from Akkad's demoniacal world.

About two thousand years before our era, a reform took place: a caste of priests was founded in whom all occult knowledge was concentrated. They were masters in the arts of prescience, predicting the future from the livers and intestines of slaughtered animals, from fire and smoke, and from the brilliancy of precious stones; they foretold events from the murmuring of springs and from the shape of plants. Trees spoke to them as did serpents, "wisest of all animals." Monstrous births of animals and of men were believed to be portents, and dreams found skillful interpreters.

Atmospheric signs, rain, clouds, wind, and lightning were interpreted as forebodings; the cracking of furniture and wooden panels foretold future events. Such cracking was called Assaput, the Prophetic Voice; it did not always bode ill, sometimes presaging the "rejoicing of the heart." Flies and other insects, as well as dogs, were the carriers of occult messages.

"If a red dog enters the temple, the gods will desert it.

If a dog is found lying upon the king's throne, the palace will be burned down.

If a white dog enters the temple, it will stand for a long time.

If a gray dog enters the temple, it will be deprived of its possessions.

If a yellow dog enters the king's palace, the palace will be destroyed."6
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Fig. 2. Statue of an Akkadian

(Courtesy of The Metropolitan Museum of Art)

The Chaldeans sought also to prognosticate the future through arrow divination. In the writings of Ezekiel, we read:

"The king of Babylon stands at the parting of the ways, at the fork of the two roads, practicing divination; he shakes the arrows. . . ."

According to St. Jerome, the king used the arrows for a strategic purpose. In order to know which city he should attack first, he marked his arrows with the names of his enemies. He put them into the quiver and, after shaking them, took out one of the arrows; the name it bore directed the army to its first attack.

The practices of divination may seem puerile or at least so primitive in character as to appear irreconcilable with the elaborate Chaldean cosmogony. However, such reasoning is superficial if we contemplate the world concept of the Chaldeans which was essentially magical, akin to that of the Egyptians, the Greeks, and the Romans. We find similar "superstitions" among all these peoples, where divination is the logical application of their theory of magic. To the magus, there exists no accidental happening; everything obeys the One Law, which is not resented as a coercion but rather welcomed as a liberation from the tyranny of chance. The world and its gods submit to this law, which binds together all things and all events. Certa stant omnia lege: everything is established solidly by that law which the wise man discerns in happenings in appearance accidental to the profane. The curve observed in the flight of birds, the barking of a dog, the shape of a cloud are occult manifestations of that omnipotent coordinator, the source of unity and harmony.




The Mystery of Stars and Numbers

IN the search for a supreme standard, a prototype of order and harmony, the priests looked to the heavens where, inaccessible, the stars move along. A minute and incessant observation of the heavenly bodies led them to that wisdom which we call astrology. In their everlasting round, the planet-gods were performing a pantomime, expressive of the Law which ruled the universe. The stargazers understood the meaning of this harmonious play. They could foretell the configurations of the grandiose rondo and they knew also in what way the heavenly movement would affect happenings on earth. In the world hierarchy, the superior rules over the inferior, and the star gods were the heavenly rulers of all that lay below.

Among them, the seven planets were the most powerful, "the interpreter gods." Jupiter-Marduk was the creator, the awakener of the dead, the victor over chaos. His bright star was a torch, "a ruler of the sky." When appearing in the moon aura, he bestowed male offspring. His influence was always favorable. The forebodings of the moon, Sin, were ambiguous because of its irregular phases. Growth was hindered by its contraction, stimulated by its expansion. The sun, Samas, carrier of life and light, was likewise ambiguous, bringing sometimes scorching and drought. Uncertain was Mercury, Nebo, the scribe and god of wisdom, who wrote down the deeds of men: knowledge can bring forth good and evil. Saturn, Adar, the god of hunting, was propitious to public affairs as well as to family life. But he too seems generally to exert evil influence; they called him the Great Misfortune. Evil was Mars, Nergal, the god of the dead and of pestilence, causing war, and foretelling death to the king. He destroyed the wheat and the date harvest; he stunted the growth of cattle and fish roe. He was called the fiend, the Persian, the Fox, etc. Venus, Ishtar, the goddess of motherhood and love, was beneficent. From her emanated great healing power; by her vegetation is brought forth; however, she was dangerous to widows and to sucklings.
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Fig. 3. Statuette of a Sumerian

(Courtesy of The University Museum, Philadelphia)

Besides the planets, the signs of the zodiac also are offsprings of Chaldean astrology, and six of its original figures still exist to this day. They are the Bull, the Twins, the Lion, the Balance, the Scorpion and the Fishes. Although little is known of their symbolism, it may be surmised that these figures originally were closely connected with earthly affairs. Thus, for instance, the price of wheat was fixed according to the position of the heavenly Balance, rather than according to the quantity produced by the harvest. When the sign of the Fishes shone weakly, it meant that fish roe was affected adversely; when Nergal, the evil planet, approached the sign of the Scorpion, it meant that the king was about to die from a scorpion's sting.

In the astrologer's language, symbols and allegories were adopted which were enigmas to the profane. The sun sheds tears; Jupiter is surrounded by courtiers; the moon travels in a carriage and accepts various crowns from the stars she approaches, crowns of the evil wind, of anger, of happiness, of iron, of bronze, of copper and of gold. Venus seizes foreign goods and wears crowns of different colors according to her conjunction with Mars, Saturn, Mercury or Jupiter.7

These enigmatic images were expressed in the old tongue of Akkad or Sumer, the "language of the gods," in which only the initiate conversed. The cosmic secrets were hidden from the people, because of the fear that knowledge of the future might either discourage them or cause them to abandon their daily work from joy. Those who had knowledge of the stars were more influential than king's ministers, and foreign rulers consulted them frequently. Diodorus of Sicily (first century of the Christian Era) gives witness of their prestige: "Having observed the stars during an enormous number of years," he says, "they know more precisely than anyone else the movements and the influences of the stars, and they predict with accuracy many things to come."

From ancient times, the known world had been divided according to the four quarters of the sky. The south was Akkad (Babylonia); the north, Saburtu (Assyria); the east, Elam (Persia); the west, Syria and Palestine. The movements of the stars and other events in the sky were interpreted according to this astrological geography. Thus it was considered a natural thing when thunder resounded in the south, Akkad, whereas thunder from other directions was considered as an omen. On the twenty-ninth of the month, the moon was favorable to Akkad, but unfavorable to Amurru, etc. Of still greater intricacy was the Chaldean concept of star substitution. Its meaning has been a mystery until a recent discovery cast light upon it. In certain cases of star interpretation a planet or a fixed star might be replaced by a constellation or zodiacal figure. Thus Saturn might be replaced by the Balance, by Cassiopeia, by Orion or by the Raven. This enigmatic relationship was based upon similarities of color and strength of light among the stars. Heavenly bodies of the same luminosity and color were believed to be related to one another, a theory which permitted many variations and subtleties in star interpretation.8

As far back as memory reached, metals were related to the underworld. They lay hidden in the hollow of the earth and no heavenly stars shone upon them; yet, in the wish to relate all earthly things to heaven, the astrologer saw an affinity between metals and planets, an idea which still haunted the mediaeval alchemists. To the Chaldeans gold was the metal of the sun, silver that of the moon, lead that of Saturn. Tin had its correspondence in Jupiter, iron in Mars, and copper in Venus.

Like a mysterious, incised seal representing the preestablished mathematical harmony of the universe, certain sacred numbers are to be found in the skies, numbers which seem to confirm the basic idea of astrology. They appear to assist each other and to lend themselves to many speculations. Thus the number seven occurs in the main stars of the Great Bear and in the Lesser Bear, in the Pleiades and in Orion. Seven are the days of the moon quarters, seven are the planets of antiquity. Twelve and thirty seem to be mystically connected. Twelve are the zodiacal signs, thirty is the number of a moon period, and thirty are the years of Saturn's circuit. The product of twelve and thirty is the approximate number of the days of the year. Many such relations can be found. They offer to the indefatigable astrologer a wide field for his inquiries and quests. Together with astrology, mystic numbers came into being and like astrology, numerology has survived through the ages with astounding vitality.9

Knowing what keen observers the Chaldeans were, it is difficult to believe that all their wisdom was of an arbitrary nature. No doubt, many features of their knowledge were based on a true notion of meteorology, physics, chemistry and medicine. Let us not forget, however, that astrology, which has been the stimulus to many scientific discoveries, was also theology. In its vast domain, there is nourishment for both spirit and soul, and there can be no doubt that astrology owes its longevity to its psychic rather than to its intellectual value. Yet it is good to remember also that the great astronomer Kepler made his discovery at the end of his vain search for that law which unifies the universe. His desire for unification was similar to that which had animated the Chaldean astrologers, whose early wisdom still exerted a powerful influence at the dawn of modern science. Astrology and numerology are such great discoveries that no epoch has escaped their influence. At the end of the eighteenth century, the romanticist Novalis still believed in the mystical essence of numbers. "It is very likely," he says, "that in nature a marvelous mysticity of numbers is at work, and in history also. Is not everything of significance, symmetry and strange connection? Can God not reveal Himself as well in mathematics as in other sciences?"10
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Fig. 4. The Gateway to Eternal Wisdom




The Tower of Babel

In relating the things of the earth to the celestial, and those of heaven to the inferior, the Chaldeans have shown in the mutual affections between these parts of the universe (which are separated in space but not in essence) the harmony that unites them in a sort of musical accord.

PHILO JUDAEUS

IN the search for a plastic expression of their cosmogony, the Chaldean rulers devised the temple tower, the ziggurat. Built in steps, it expressed the degrees of hierarchy on which heaven and earth were established. The ziggurat was actually a miniature world; its structure represented the "Mountain of Earth." In Babylon they erected the El-Temen-An-Ki, the house of the foundation stone of heaven and earth. This magical monument, known in the Bible as the Tower of Babel, had seven stages, each one dedicated to a planet. Its angles symbolized the four corners of the world, pointing to Akkad, Saburtu, Elam, and the western lands. Four, according to old Sumerian traditions, was the number of the heavens, and the square or rectangle was accepted by Babylon as the basis of their system. The seven steps of the tower were painted in different colors which corresponded to the planets. The "Great Misfortune," Saturn, was black. Saturn, the "Nightly Sun," was at the base, opposed to the highest degree, the gilded top of the tower where the sun resided. The second story up was white, the color of shining 
Jupiter; the third, brick-red, the color of Mercury. Then followed blue for Venus, yellow for Mars, gray or silver for the moon. These colors boded good or evil, like their planets. This explains why a yellow dog entering the palace foretells destruction, for yellow was the color of Mars-Nergal, the war god. In the same way a white dog brings luck, because he is the color of the beneficent planet, Marduk-Jupiter.

The height of El-Temen-An-Ki corresponded to its length. The square, though divided into seven, was again respected, and the old tradition of a fourfold world was reconciled with the seven heavens of later times.

For the first time in history numbers expressed the world order. Such speculations became frequent among later philosophers. A legend depicts Pythagoras traveling to Babylon where he is taught the mystery of numbers, their magical significance and power. The seven steps often appear in magical philosophy. At the beginning of the seventeenth century, Heinrich Khunrath, in his Amphitheater of Eternal Wisdom, depicts wise men ascending the seven steps before they reach the hidden lights of wisdom. As the Chaldean priests may have warned the impious against entering the temple tower, Khunrath had these words engraved over the entrance of his marvelous cave: "Stay away, keep out from here, ye profane." (Fig. 4.)

An earlier woodcut shows a learned man wrapped in a doctor's mantle, setting his foot on the first of the seven steps. Through ascending these he will attain the knowledge of God, whose name is at the eighth degree, the threshold of God's heavenly dwelling. According to this image, which illustrates Lully's book On the Ascent, the seven steps are stones, fire, plants, animals, man, the starry heavens and the angels. Starting with the humble study of stones, the man of wisdom will attain higher and higher degrees of knowledge, until he will be able to apprehend the sublime, and the eternal (fig. 5).
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Fig. 5. The Steps Leading to the Celestial City

The Babylonian commonwealth was administered according to the law which the priests had discovered in the universe. Nothing could disturb the world order but the impiety of man. Once angered, the gods would leave the temples and choose a dwelling in a foreign country. Then chaos would reign, and Chaldea would become a prey to evil.

The temple towers are the symbols, the very embodiment of ancient wisdom. In the conviction that their knowledge was valid for all time, the kings had the towers constructed so that they might be invulnerable to decay. Thus the ziggurat were never raised above some three hundred feet. The royal seal was imprinted on each brick and the kings compared the raising of these structures to the superhuman, boasting that they were "like heaven." This may be the reason for the erroneous belief that the Tower of Babel was of an enormous height.

Among the temple towers restored by Nabopalassar, who reigned 625–604 B.C., was that of Babylon. An inscription recording this pious deed reads as follows:

"As for the temple tower of Babylon, El-Temen-An-Ki, which before my time had become weakened and had fallen in, Marduk the lord commanded me to lay its foundation in the heart of the earth and to raise its turrets to heaven. I caused numerous workmen to be assembled in my land to carry them. I set to work, I made bricks, I manufactured burnt bricks. Like the downpour of heaven which cannot be measured, like the massive flood, I caused the Arabtu to carry bitumen and pitch. With the help of Hea, with the insight of Marduk, with the wisdom of Nebo and Nisaba ... I came to a decision. By means of exorcism, in the wisdom of Hea and Marduk, I cleared away the place and on the original site I laid its platform foundation."11

The image of the king is then placed in the foundation together with silver, gold, jewels, "goodly oil" and herbs. The royal family carries precious tools and baskets in a solemn procession. In this inaugural ceremony, mortar is mixed with wine; and the king continues:

"I built the temple in front of Esharra with rejoicing, and like a mountain I raised its tower aloft; to Marduk my lord, as in days of old, I dedicated it for a sight to be gazed at. О Marduk, my lord, look with favor upon my goodly deeds. At thy exalted command, which cannot be altered, let the performance of my hands endure forever. Like the bricks of El-Temen-An-Ki, which are to remain firm forever, do thou establish the foundation of my throne for all time. О El-Temen-An-Ki, grant blessing to the king who has restored thee. When Marduk with joy takes up his abode in thee, О temple, recall to Marduk, my lord, my gracious deeds."12

The tower, however, decayed rapidly. King Nebuchadnezzar, Nabopalassar's son and successor (ruled 605–562 B.C.,), refers to its restoration in this inscription: "The temples of Babylon I have restored. As for El-Temen-An-Ki, with burned bricks and bright ugnu-stone I raised on high its turrets."

However, bricks, bitumen and magical incantation could not prevent its decay. The famous tower perished together with the splendor of Babylon. Its sand-covered ruins seem to confirm the legend of Genesis which tells of the confusion of languages, brought about by Elohim in order to stop this "sinful" construction. In the symbolic language of the Orient, its builders say: "Come, let us build ourselves a city with a tower, whose top shall reach to the heavens, so that we may not be scattered over all the earth."

Was it not indeed to conquer the heavens and their secrets that the ziggurat was erected? These magical attempts were destined to fail because the workmen were scattered and disunited, says the book of Genesis, contrary to the true aim of magic, which is to achieve unity.
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Fig. 6. Zoroastrian Priest





PERSIA


Zoroaster

IN the primitive dualistic world the powers of light and darkness are worshipped alike. The equal strength of both good and evil may have arisen in the mind of man when he observed nature and meditated upon his own life. Man is inhabited by contradictory forces; in his thought and action, good and evil are so intimately mingled that he cannot always distinguish between them. Moreover, good intentions sometimes generate evil, or criminal desires become the servant of the good. Both principles seem to be everlasting, and in nature nothing carries out the idea that light should overcome darkness. In the east, good rain falls, fertilizing the land, while in the west evil rain falls, causing destructive inundation. The south wind carries pestilence and fever whereas the north wind cleanses the air and chases away disease. No wonder that primitive man discovers good and evil spirits everywhere. He calls upon them, flatters them, lies to them, and uses every means which he deems fit to bring about good influences and to avert the evil ones. Out of fear he pays more respect to evil spirits. When the hunter's arrow failed his prey, such failure is rarely attributed to lack of skill but rather to a nefarious intervention of evil. Little power is given to man in such a primitive world.

With growing civilization, man became increasingly aware of his capacities and his responsibility. The Chaldean star religion taught that luck and disaster are no haphazard events depending on the caprices of spirits; rather they derive from the heavenly bodies which send good and bad according to mathematical laws. Man, it should seem, was incapable of fighting the will of the planet divinities. Yet the more this system evolved, the more did the wise men read ethical values into man's fate: the will of the stars was not completely independent from man's demeanor. His deeds were mysteriously linked with the happenings above, and they were of importance in the interplay between heaven and earth. In the seventh century B.C., the king of Assyria, Ashurbanipal, sent his prayer to the star Sirius:

"Speak, and the gods may assist thee,

Judge, give thine oracle,

Accept the raising of my hand, harken to my imprecation.

Take away the enchantment, blot out my sin."1

A spell had been cast upon the ruler who asked himself whether he deserved this misfortune because he had committed a sin. The favor of the star is invoked to remove not only the spell, but its cause as well, the evil deed. And Sirius is addressed as the messenger of higher gods who assist him in his beneficent course, and whose will he announces.

It was probably in Ashurbanipal's time that Zoroaster the Median prophet preached the doctrine that evil, though powerful and everpresent, can be avoided and lastly defeated. Zoroaster purified the ancient belief in the hosts of good and evil spirits, rulers of a split universe. He traced these legions back to their principles: Ormazd (Ahura-Mazda), king of light; Ahriman (Anra-Mainyu), prince of darkness. The good demons of older traditions were dethroned by Zoroaster; however, ineradicable from popular beliefs, they were granted a place in the hierarchy of evil spirits.

Led by Ahriman, these spirits no longer oppose Good in unruly swarms. The kingdom of Evil has become organized like that of Good. The two armies are marshaled in warlike array. As in the game of chess, whose white and black figures oppose each other in equal strength, the armies of light and of darkness face one another. Victory, however, is not followed by peace, because the struggle continues to the end of time. In heaven as on earth resounds the battle cry: Here Ormazd—There Ahriman!

Six archdemons are Ahriman's principal underlings, corresponding to the six archangels surrounding the king of light. These archangels are Divine Wisdom, Righteousness, Dominion, Devotion, Totality, and Salvation. The archdemons are the spirits of Anarchy, Apostasy, Presumption, Destruction, Decay, and Fury. The lastmentioned archdemon's name is Aeshma Daeva, known to the Hebrews as Ashmadai and to Christian demonologists as Asmodeus. Still unsolved is the riddle of why this demon has attracted more interest in the Occident than other Zoroastrian devils. According to Pierre de Lancre (died 1630), Asmodeus is the "chief of the fourth hierarchy of evil demons," who are called "the avengers of wickedness, crimes and misdeeds." The learned Brabantian doctor John Wier (1515–1588) gives in his Pseudo-Monarchy ot Demons a curious description of Asmodeus. "He is a great and powerful king. He appears with three heads, a bull's head, a human head and a ram's head. He has goose feet and a snake's tail. He exhales fire and rides upon a dragon of hell. He carries a spear and a banner." Truly the goose-footed fiend will give goose flesh to whoever calls upon him. Asmodeus is, however, not to be feared. Say to him: "In truth thou art Asmodeus," and he will give you a marvelous ring; he will teach you geometry, arithmetic, astronomy and mechanics. When questioned, he will answer truthfully. He can render man invisible and reveal hidden treasures (fig. 7).
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Fig. 7. Asmodeus

Many other demons in the Zoroastrian religion, daevas of lower rank, tempt one away from the true worship of Mazda: Paromaiti, Arrogance—Mitox, The Falsely Spoken Word—Zaurvan, Decrepitude—Akatasa, Meddlesomeness— Vereno, Lust.2

Still lower in this fiendish hierarchy rank the Drujs, the Yatus, the Nasus, enchantresses, malevolent beings, deceivers, and monsters. Just as great is the circle of heavenly legions, the good Yazatas.

So far it is only by its minute organization that Zoroaster's dogma is distinguishable from that of primitive dualism. But the reformer's originality resides in something beyond his elaborate angelology and demonology. He conceived periods of time in which the fate of the material world and of the good and bad principle would be decided. The outcome was to be good; defeat awaited Ahriman. Zoroaster distinguishes between two types of time: boundless time or eternity, and sovereign time, a long period which Ormazd "carved out" from the immeasurable bulk of eternity. Sovereign time will last twelve thousand years; it is divided into four cycles of three thousand. Each millennium is presided over by a sign of the zodiac, an indication that sovereign time is thought to be an enormous celestial year whose smallest fraction is the circle of twelve daily and nightly hours. Three, four, and twelve are the mystical numbers of this cycle. They are the base upon which evolves the number seven, the six archdemons together with Ahriman their ruler, and the six archangels and Ormazd.

The first three thousand years are those of spiritual creation, during which all creatures remain in their transcendental form. The second triad is that of material creation, of celestial beings, of spirits, sky, water, earth, plants, animals, and mankind. The third period is that of the irruption of the Evil One, that dominated man's history before the coming of revelation. The last period, that which started with the advent of Zoroaster, will end with the day of judgment.

Dualistic Zoroastrianism tended towards monotheism. Evil was originally thought to have sprung from a doubting thought of the good god. In later versions of the sacred scriptures, those accepted by the Zarvanite sect, there exists a single power, whence sprang Ormazd and Ahriman, the ill-matched brothers. This single power is Zrvan Akaran, Boundless Time, which rests in its glory, so incomprehensible to man that we can but honor it in awed silence.

In this manner began creation: Akaran produced light by emanation; from light sprang Ormazd, the first-born, who created the pure world. Then he ordered the hierarchy of angels and the myriad concepts of things he intended to bring into being. Another emanation of Boundless Time was Ahriman, second-born of the Eternal, who was jealous and hungry for power. He envied Ormazd and was banished to the realm of darkness, where he is to reign in night while the struggle between good and evil is being fought. The war began thus: After a thousand years, Ormazd created light patterned after the supermundane, the celestial light. He fashioned the source of life, a power he called Bull, and Ahriman destroyed the bull-being. From its scattered seed, Ormazd then fashioned the first man and the first woman. With milk and fruit Ahriman seduced the woman, and man fell into sin. And as evil counterparts of the "good animals," Ahriman created harmful beasts, reptiles and snakes, the Khraftstras. And the war goes on; overwhelming grows the strength of evil. Yet, at the moment when Ahriman seems to triumph, redemption is at hand.

Redemption awaits the day of judgment, the advent of the Saviour, when a flood of molten metal shall sear the wicked while the righteous shall pass unharmed. As good and evil are parted finally from one another, Ormazd will establish his Good Kingdom. The dead shall rise, and hell shall be purified and claimed for the enlargement of a regenerated world, deathless and everlasting.

Zoroastrian thought has exerted a greater influence upon the Western world than many wish to believe. Though this religion is nearly extinct today, many of its ideas continue to live in Christian doctrine. A. V. William 
Jackson says that "anyone who has even a superficial knowledge of the Iranian religion cannot but be struck by the parallel that may be drawn between it on the one hand and Judaism and Christianity on the other." He points out how intimately related in both types of religion are the doctrines of angels and demons, how almost identical are the manifestations of the doctrine of a new kingdom, the coming of a saviour, the belief in resurrection, a general judgment and a future life, features of both dogmas, the Zoroastrian and the Christian. The question of who was the originator of these ideas has not yet been satisfactorily answered. We are inclined to believe, however, that most of these ideas germinated in an older tradition and were shaped by Zoroaster, whose teachings began to spread shortly before the Hebrews returned from their Babylonian exile.
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Fig. 8. Supposed Portrait of Zoroaster

(Courtesy of The Yale University Art Gallery)

It must have been in Babylon that the Hebrew sages became acquainted with Zoroastrianism and incorporated some of its features into the older creed. There is also no doubt that the Gnostics accepted many Zoroastrian ideas, especially Hellenistic Gnosticism which attempted to reconcile Greek thought with that of the Orient. Infinite light, by which deity is expressed, the doctrine of the all-powerful and eternal word by which Ormazd creates the world, the emanation of divine light bringing forth the Good, and numerous other features of Zoroastrianism lived on in more or less altered form among Gnostics and Neo-Platonists—Mithraicism and Manicheism were offspring of Zoroastrian religion. Even the Mohammedans, whose persecution caused the decay of the Zoroastrian creed, accepted some of its features.

Today, about two hundred thousand Parsees in India and Persia still perform the magical rites prescribed in the holy books attributed to the Iranian prophet.

Practically extinct, the old doctrine sprang up anew in the Middle Ages. Toward the end of the twelfth century, the dualistic creed of the Albigenses spread in France like wildfire. Though suppressed in a pitiless crusade, it lived on surreptitiously. Today the people in Carcassonne and Albi sometimes tell you in dark words of the struggle still being waged between good and evil. Again and again, the dualism of old brought forth the fruit of a vanished civilization, comparable to the ancient grain found in the tombs of the Pharaohs: planted in the earth they arise from the sleep of ages, and yield their long-delayed harvest.




Magic About Hail and Nails

. . . not to pare our nails, whilst we are present at the festival of the gods.

HESIOD

NOT all the sacred books of Zoroastrianism have been preserved, and only a small part of the surviving sections can be ascribed to the Magus himself, namely the seventeen psalms or Gathas. The laws of worship and sacrifice are of early date. Other books of the Magian cult are the hymns, the daily prayers, and the liturgies. The books called Vendidad, compilations of anti-demoniac lore, were written after the middle of the fifth century B.C. They contain rituals which are of a more purely magical type than others, and which therefore attract our special attention. The dogmatic theology of Zoroastrianism is essentially religious, but the ritual of dealing with demons is magical. Two instances will illustrate the magical aspect of cleansing rites, the ritual applying to hair and nails, described in this chapter, and that applying to the fly demon, treated in the succeeding.

In the seventeenth chapter of the Vendidad, there is a prescription devoted to parings of nails and clippings of hair, which as soon as they are separated from the body, belong to the Evil One as abodes of uncleanliness. Hair and nails taken from the dead are mentioned in the fable of how Zoroaster converted the royal family to the new doctrine, and how he escaped a plot against his life. According to the story, courtiers hid bones in his room, together with hair and nails robbed from the dead. Accused of wizardry, Zoroaster was condemned to be hung. At this moment the king's horse fell sick; its legs had entered its body. "Free me," said the prophet, "and I will restore one leg." Freedom was granted, and the leg came forth. "Lord," said Zoroaster, "if thou wilt embrace my creed, I will restore the second leg." After the king's conversion, the two remaining legs were also restored, but only after the rest of the royal family and the court had become Zoroastrians.

Hair and nails, which were used by wizards for conjuring up the deceased, live "a life apart" from that of the body. They lack sensibility and are seemingly dead. Yet they grow, and grow much more rapidly than the rest of the body. This individual tempo of growth together with a complete lack of sensibility may have led them to be regarded as individuals, growing upon people like parasitic plants. In such a belief their independence would be sufficient cause for disquiet.

"1. Zarathustra (Zoroaster) asked Ahura Mazda (Ormazd): О Ahura Mazda, most beneficent Spirit. Maker of the material World, thou holy one. Which is the most deadly deed whereby a man increases the most baleful strength of the Daevas, as he would do by offering them sacrifice?

2. Ahura Mazda answered: It is when a man here below, combing his hair or shaving it off or paring his nails, drops them into a hole or into a crack.

3. Then for want of the lawful rites being observed, Daevas are produced on the earth which we call lice, and which eat up the corn in the cornfield and the clothes in the wardrobe.

4. Therefore, О Zarathustra, whenever here below thou shalt comb thy hair or shave it off, or pare thy nails, thou shalt take them away ten paces from the faithful, twenty paces from the fire, thirty paces from the water, fifty paces from the consecrated bundles of baresma (holy twigs).

5. Then thou shalt dig a hole, ten fingers deep if the earth is hard, twelve fingers deep if it is soft; thou shalt take thy hair down there and thou shalt say aloud these fiend-smiting words: Out of his pity Mazda made plants grow.

6. Thereupon thou shalt draw three furrows with a knife of metal around the hole, or six, or nine, and thou shalt chant the Ahuna Vairya three times, or six, or nine.

7. For the nails, thou shalt dig a hole, out of the house, as deep as the top joint of the little finger; thou shalt take the nails down there and thou shalt say aloud these fiend-smiting words: The words are heard from the pious in holiness and good thought."3

Zoroaster's concern with hair and nails has given full scope to the ironical humor of many who regard this as superstition unworthy of the wise. It is true that similar rites exist among primitive tribes whose level of civilization is far below that of the ancient Iranians. Cut hair and nails are hidden away by many primitive people; or, deposited in sacred places, they are burned to prevent their falling into the hands of sorcerers who would use them for evil spells against their former owners.

According to Frazer, the belief is widespread among these tribes that men may be bewitched through the clippings of their hair and the parings of their nails. Among primitives, the custom existed and still exists of releasing war prisoners after their hair is shorn. The hair is kept as "hostage,” a warrant for the future behavior of the defeated. Thus they can be punished easily from any distance. Whatever punishment the victors inflict upon the hair, its owners too will suffer.

Our skepticism about Zoroastrian superstitions will subside when we learn how many similar beliefs still exist in Europe and America. Chilean gauchos stuff their hair into walls, as do the Turks. Armenians hide it in churches, hollow trees, and columns. French peasants of the Vosges Mountains bury their hair secretly, together with extracted teeth, and mark the spot so that they may find them on the day of resurrection. In the village of Drumconrath, in Ireland, some trustworthy people, having learned from Scripture that their hairs were all numbered by the Almighty, expect to have to account for them on the day of judgment. The good people of Liège in Belgium remove their hair carefully from their combs, lest it should come into the possession of some witch.4

Zoroaster's belief that hair and nails produce insects or other animals did not spring from his own imagination. The belief was older than Iran, and it was still alive in the sixteenth century of the Christian Era. Women's hair buried in dung was thought to produce snakes. In his book on witchcraft, published in 1603, the famous French judge, Henri Boguet, recalls St. Thomas' opinion that rotten sticks can turn into snakes. Though Paracelsus had declared: Nihil est sine spermate—nothing exists without semen, the old belief lived on into the epoch of Leibniz and Newton. Today, spontaneous generation of insects is held possible by people in Brittany. Hair carried away by wind, they think, will produce flies.

Snakes, bugs, frogs, lice, flies, etc., were considered imperfect animals which are reproduced by corruption and not by semen. This implies that these animals were in relation with the infernal powers. According to Zoroaster, they were created by Ahriman, since nothing imperfect could derive from Ormazd. Imperfection was, in Christianity, ascribed to the devil. Popular tradition warns that he can never appear in perfect human form: either he limps or has a horse's hoof, betraying his true nature. Satan was, like Ahriman, the master of imperfect animals. Did he not give a silver louse to his devotees as a token of his friendship?

Great mystery surrounds the belief that hair and nails are specially susceptible to corruption, for reality has proven the contrary: in the grave they continue to “live" for some time independently of the decaying corpse.

Christianity, like Zoroastrianism, correlated hair and hell. Pious Jews think similarly about nails, a belief which causes them to pare them as short as possible. They profess that nails are abodes of evil, and that they are the only part of the body incapable of serving God. Analogous beliefs do exist in Madagascar, where natives think that the devil dwells under unpared finger nails.

"Witches," says Paracelsus, "give their hair to Satan as a deposit on the contract they make with him. But the Evil One does not waste this hair, for he cuts it up small and mixes it with the exhalation from which he forms hail; thus it has come to pass that we ordinarily find little hairs in hail." The conviction that hair is a refuge par excellence for devilish spells was shared by the persecutors of witches. Before going to the torture chamber, suspected witches had all their hair shorn, a practice which made many a witch confess before the torture was applied. The French jurisconsult Jean Bodin (1530–1596) records such an instance. In 1485, forty witches in northern Italy simultaneously confessed their crimes, after having undergone this procedure. In defense of the custom, he reminds us that Apollonius of Tyana was treated in the same way when the emperor Domitian had him arrested for wizardry.

The shocking recent happenings in liberated France, where women who had dealings with the Germans, saw their locks fall under the scissors of patriots, may likewise be traced to primitive magic. It is a cleansing rite performed upon a taboo person. Their hair was infected with the virus of the taboo which France had placed upon the invader.
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