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Introduction
The Last Man Who Knew

Everything. . . or Did He?
Athanasius Kircher, S.J. (1602-80) and His World*

PAULA FINDLEN

“Nothing is more divine than to know everything.”
—Plato, as quoted by Kircher in the Ars magna sciendi (1669)

1.“Poor Old Father Kircher”

Around 1678, news of the imminent demise of one of the seventeenth cen-
tury’s most fascinating, daring, prolific, and frustrating intellects leaked out of
the Roman College, the principal educational institution of the Society of Jesus.
Antonio Baldigiani (1647-1711), one of the younger professors of mathe-
matics, scribbled an urgent message in the margin of a letter to let friends in
Florence know that the man they had read and ridiculed, revered and despised,
was now a shadow of his former self:

Poor old Father Kircher is sinking fast. He’s been deaf for more than a year, and
has lost his sight and most of his memory. He rarely leaves his room except to go
to the pharmacy or to the porter’s room. In short, we already consider him lost
since he cannot survive many more years.!

The German Jesuit Athanasius Kircher did not die until 27 November 1680, at
the ripe old age of seventy-eight or seventy-nine.2 His body was buried in Il
Gesl and his heart in the Marian shrine of Mentorella, south of Rome. Despite
Baldigiani’s mournful description of Kircher, reports of his demise were some-
what exaggerated. Kircher was still writing his own letters to correspondents as
late as November 1678, when he apologized to one colleague for any sloppi-
ness inadvertently caused by his “trembling hand.”? A trickle of letters contin-
ued, though increasingly composed by assistants, until the winter of 1680
when deafness and senility brought this final chapter of an interesting life to a
close.

Perhaps even more alarming to his younger contemporaries was the fact
that Kircher continued to publish, in the twilight of his career as one of the
greatest polymaths in an encyclopedic age. The accelerating output seemed to
defy his diminished capacities: with the encouragement of his publisher

1
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Joannes Jansson van Waesberghe (or Janssonius, as he was often called) in Am-
sterdam and the assistance of various associates, Kircher had become a book-
making, knowledge-regurgitating machine. He was already the author of more
than thirty books on virtually every imaginable aspect of ancient and modern
knowledge. Each publication demonstrated his dizzying array of linguistic,
paleographic, historical, and scientific skills, and each advertised his myriad
inventions, possession of strange and exotic artifacts, and mysterious manu-
scripts. Every work reminded Kircher’s readers of his intimate familiarity with
popes, princes, clerics, and scholars throughout the world. But these consider-
able accomplishments were not enough. At the end of his life, Kircher was
determined to do two things: make his peace with God, through repeated con-
templation of Ignatius of Loyola’s Spiritual Exercises and frequent pilgrimage
to the Marian shrine he had restored in Mentorella; and complete his outstand-
ing publications.*

Kircher and his publishers devised ever more ingenious ways to advertise
the continued expansion of the Kircherian corpus. In 1676, the reviewer of
Arca Noé (Noah’s Ark) in the Roman Giornale de’ Letterati commented with
amazement: “This is the thirty-sixth printed volume emerging from the fertil-
ity of this mind, and he has seven others ready to see the light of day. He will
notify scholars about them, as usual, at the end”> (Figure Intro.1). The Arca
Noé (1675) was the last of Kircher’s books to appear under his own name con-
taining a list of his published and forthcoming works, a form of advertisement
that he initiated in 1646. Of the seven promised books, only three appeared in
print. We have no record of the lost Ars analogica (Analogic Art) and Ars
veterum Aegyptiorum hieroglyphica (Hieroglyphic Art of the Ancient Egyptians),
nor do we know the whereabouts of his Iter Hetruscam (Etruscan Journey), a
controversial history of ancient and modern Etruria that had more than its
share of problems with the Jesuit censors. Kircher’s translation of the second
book of the great medieval Islamic commentator Avicenna’s Canon of Medi-
cine, which he had been promising readers since 1646 and proudly advertised
as being “translated from Hebrew and Arabic,” also never appeared.

Readers of this list, and the final enumeration of Kircher’s works published
in Giorgio de Sepibus’s Romani Collegii Societatis Jesu Musaeum Celeberrimum
(The Celebrated Museum of the Roman College of the Society of Jesus) of 1678,
were invited to enter a seemingly infinite theater of books, a veritable encyclo-
pedia of the mind in which the question of when the next publication would
appear constantly yielded new answers. Virtually every book was advertised as
appearing in print at least several years before it was actually available for read-
ers. In a characteristic act of self-promotion, Kircher announced the “immi-
nent” publication of some books for over thirty years.6 He and his publishers
understood well the power of the desire for knowledge in an age of mechanical
reproduction. Jansson advertised himself to Kircher’s readers as the “Amster-
dam bookseller and printer of Kircherian work” and encouraged readers to
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Figure Intro.1. The Deluge, according to Athanasius Kircher's Noah’s Ark. Source: Athanasius
Kircher, Arca Noé (Amsterdam, 1675). Courtesy of Special Collections, Stanford University
Libraries.

contact him to buy anything on the list of 1675. Responding to inquiries about
books that were no longer available or had yet to be published, Jansson emended
the list in 1678, placing a cross next to the titles of those books he could not
provide. While this might initially strike us as an indication that the Kircherian
corpus seemed to be on the verge of obsolescence, the final word on Kircher’s
publications in his museum catalogue was designed to leave readers with the
image of an endless horizon of projects to be published. “Many others,” Jans-
son or Sepibus wrote, “are preserved in his mind, which, if God gives them life,
will see the light.”?

Reading such lists is a poignant reminder of why Umberto Eco identified
Athanasius Kircher in the introductory pages of The Name of the Rose as the
possible source of quotations from Brother Adso of Melk’s description of the
medieval labyrinth of a library containing Aristotle’s lost book on laughter.
Kircher seemed to possess so many fragments of ancient wisdom that it was
entirely plausible to imagine that he had once owned and partially transcribed
every lost manuscript of any significance. His encyclopedias offered choice
passages of forgotten texts to his readers in large folio volumes, dense with the
fonts of many languages and laden with the promise of more knowledge yet to
come. The fact that he was unable—or perhaps unwilling—to release all of his
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books and editions of the wisdom of the ages into print made him all the more
interesting and enigmatic. Was Kircher the man who held the key to all the best
secrets of knowledge? Or had he simply invented it all to meet the expectations
of his readers?

In 1678, a characteristically heterogeneous array of Kircherian intellectual
projects lay on the horizon. A second edition of Kircher’s fascinating explo-
ration of the physical forces organizing and transforming the natural world,
the Mundus subterraneus (Subterranean World)—announced to readers as the
third edition because Kircher, quite characteristically, seems to have counted
the two volumes of 1664—65 as two separate editions—appeared that year.
Giorgio de Sepibus, the curator of machines in the Roman College museum,
filled with Kircher’s possessions, experiments, and inventions, had finally pub-
lished its long-awaited catalogue.® The following year, the gorgeously illus-
trated Turris Babel (Tower of Babel) attempted once and for all to explain how
languages had multiplied and dispersed throughout the globe since the folly of
Babel. It also offered a fascinating account of why the Tower could not reach
the moon, since Kircher proved definitively for his readers that the weight and
height of such an edifice would have decentered the earth—which of course
had not happened. Simultaneously the Tariffa Kircheriana (Kircherian Tables)
appeared, offering a detailed description of the miraculous Kircherian combi-
natorial art that would quickly allow all the princes and nobles of Europe—
and presumably anyone else “occupied by more important business” who
could read Latin—to master all of geometry and arithmetic. In fact, Kircher
himself seems to have become exactly that sort of person by 1679—at least this
was how his associates wished to describe him rather than acknowledging that
he was no longer capable of completing his own books. Kircher consigned the
final preparation of the Tariffa to Benedetto Benedetti, professor of mathe-
matics at La Sapienza, who described how “new occupations of great moment”
had obliged Kircher to offer him the privilege of becoming its editor.?

Quite appropriately, the ultimate word in Kircherian studies appeared the
year of Kircher’s death in the form of Johann Stephan Kestler’s Physiologia
Kircheriana experimentalis (Experimental Kircherian Physiology) of 1680. Kestler,
who assisted Kircher in making his machines, “extracted from the vast works
of the Most Reverend Father Athanasius Kircher” the fruits of his experimental
labor, filling its pages with accounts of definitive tests and splendid machines
that, according to Kircher and his disciples, helped philosophers discern the
truths of science in their investigations of the natural world.!® It was a fitting
coda to a half-century’s intellectual production. Finally someone—perhaps
Kircher himself, since the project was completed in Rome in October 1675
though it lay unpublished for five years—had had the good sense to reduce
Kircher’s terrifying prolixity to the equivalent of a big, beautiful book of
baroque Cliffs Notes. An anonymous contributor to the first volume of the
Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society acted on a similar impulse
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when he chose to translate a single experiment from Kircher’s Mundus subter-
raneus so that readers “who either have not the leisure to read Voluminous Au-
thors, or are not readily skilled in that Learned Tongue wherein the said Book
is written” might gain some appreciation for the content of this book and the
widespread interest it aroused after its initial appearance in 1665.1!

When Jorge Luis Borges fantasized about a scholar who devoted his erudi-
tion to summarizing and commenting on an imaginary five-hundred-page en-
cyclopedia he had never written, Borges was thinking specifically of a project
that contradicted the logic of Kircher’s world.!2 Perhaps Borges had had occa-
sion to read the Jesuit Caspar Knittel’s Via Regia ad omnes scientias et artes. Hoc
est: Ars Universalis Scientiarum omnium Artiumque Arcana facilius penetrandi
(Royal Road to All the Sciences and Arts. That Is, the Universal Art Easily Pene-
trating the Secrets of All the Sciences and Arts) of 1682. This delightful tribute to
Kircherian logic transformed his encyclopedias into a pocket edition that an
ordinary seeker of knowledge should be able to afford and absorb. Epitomiz-
ing Kircher was no small task. We should celebrate this Prague professor for
the diligence with which he presented his intellectual hero as a neoscholastic
authority. For a brief moment, Kircher had become the new Aristotle who
promised his disciples everything from greater eloquence and enhanced mem-
ory to a kind of physically induced omniscience that could only be retrieved by
manipulating one of Kircher’s famous “arks”—wooden combinatorial chests
that contained numbers, words, music, in short, anything that might be auto-
matically produced by a machine that combined things according to a pre-
determined logic that its inventor had programmed into the machine.!® To
my knowledge, Knittel’s Via Regia was the last book that openly advocated
Athanasius Kircher’s approach to knowledge—a “Universal Lullian-Kircher-
ian Art of Knowing and Examining”—as a clavis universalis that might unlock
the mysteries of the universe. Just as Kestler had summed up his experimental
method, Knittel sought to simplify Kircher’s philosophy of knowledge as the
final proof of its universality. We can only imagine how young students at the
Carolinum, for whom this text was intended, responded to this innovative
pedagogical program.

The Kircherian machine, a vast and lucrative publishing enterprise that ex-
isted between Kircher’s quarters in Rome and the offices of his Amsterdam
publisher Jansson, did not simply continue in the twilight of his career; if any-
thing, it became even more efficient in the late 1670s in getting Kircher’s ideas
out to his public. It seemed as if every participant involved in the project—the
author, the publisher, his disciples, and last but not least, the Society of Jesus—
wanted to squeeze the maximum amount of words, ink, and profit out of this
singular mind of the seventeenth century. In December 1674, Baldigiani mar-
veled at the fact that “any strange thing that he writes would be published in
Amsterdam.” He confessed that he no longer discussed matters of science with
Kircher “because I'm afraid of seeing myself published one day in one of his
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books as the author and witness of some gross error.”!* Kircher had become
the omnium gatherum of the intellectual flotsam and jetsam of Rome. Other
Jesuit professors, Baldigiani reported, had found themselves in the pages of
such works as Arca Noé, agreeing with Kircher on matters they had never dis-
cussed in his presence. At the height of his career, Kircher created a kind of ty-
pographic labyrinth that temporarily trapped all the best minds of the
mid-seventeenth century inside his books.

But Baldigiani need not have worried too much. Kircher’s intellectual au-
thority was decidedly on the wane in the late 1670s. As early as 1672, local
Roman antiquaries declared Kircher’s efforts to explain the history of ancient
Lazio flawed beyond belief. Had Kircher even bothered to travel to Ostia to see
its Roman ruins? Raffaele Fabretti, custodian of Christian relics and the an-
cient Roman catacombs, thought not. He wrote an entire treatise outlining the
errors of Kircher’s Latium (1671).15 Such nagging concerns about the basis for
Kircher’s claims to expertise delayed the publication of his other great study of
the history and monuments of the Italian peninsula, the Iter Hetruscam, for
years, finally consigning it to the dustbin of manuscripts that were perpetually
in production without ever being printed. If Kircher’s knowledge of the an-
cient Latins was less than perfect, what could he possibly say about the Etrus-
cans that would satisfy the new criteria of scientific antiquarianism that emerged
in the late seventeenth century?

While younger Jesuits bristled at the suggestion that they shared his philo-
sophical outlook, others philosophers came to the conclusion that Kircher’s ef-
forts at omniscience simply stirred the water in the pot without ever bringing
it to a boil. In the final year of Kircher’s life, a young Leibniz (1646-1716), who
had written admiringly to the German Jesuit in 1670 after reading his work on
China, reflected on the difference between his own youthful Dissertatio de arte
combinatoria (Dissertation on the Combinatorial Art), which he had written in
1666, and Kircher’s Ars magna sciendi (Great Art of Knowing) of 1669. Kircher,
he concluded, “had not even dreamed of the true analysis of human thoughts
any more than had the others who have tried to reform philosophy.”16 That
same year, he published his first account of the calculus, one of his many
demonstrations of what this new kind of analysis might yield. Leibniz would
not visit Rome until 1689, almost a decade after Kircher’s death. There he en-
countered Father Baldigiani, who was still trying to improve upon Kircher’s
account of how to make color penetrate marble.!” By 1716, after decades of
careful study of many of the ancient and modern languages and sciences that
had interested Kircher, Leibniz left no doubt in his readers’ minds that other
dimensions of Kircher’s work had also gone astray. After reading Kircher’s
many publications on Egyptian language and evaluating his translations of hi-
eroglyphic wisdom inscribed on the obelisks strategically positioned in the
main piazzas of Rome, Leibniz tersely remarked: “he understands nothing.”!8
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Unfortunately for Kircher, this seemed to be the growing consensus by the
second decade of the eighteenth century. In the 1670s, Roman scholars already
joked about the pleasure of fabricating evidence, knowing that Kircher was
“highly susceptible to suggestion.”!® Even loyal disciples like Knittel advertised
his arithmetic mistakes when they redid his combinatorial tables.20 Within a
few decades, such comments became the basis for disparaging every aspect of
his erudition. In 1715, a year before Leibniz dismissed Kircher’s famous inter-
pretive translations of the hieroglyphs, Johann Burkhard Mencke (1674-1732)
immortalized the image of Kircher as the most foolish of polymaths in his De
charlataneria eruditorum (The Charlatanry of the Learned) when he described
three different pranks played on the German Jesuit. The first involved a pur-
portedly Egyptian manuscript sent by one Andreas Miiller to Kircher that he
translated without recognizing it to be a forgery. The second involved the dis-
covery of a figured stone on a construction site in Rome. Kircher was immedi-
ately called to the site to authenticate this “monument of antiquity” and
offered “a beautiful interpretation of the circles, the crosses, and all the other
meaningless signs.” Finally, he received silk paper inscribed with Chinese-like
characters. Unable to interpret it, he finally expressed his bewilderment as to
its significance to the bearers of this gift. With great glee, they held it up to a
mirror, and the following words appeared: Noli vana sectari et tempus perdere
nugis nihil proficientibus (“Do not seek vain things, or waste time on unprof-
itable trifles”).2! Who was Kircher, then, at the dawn of the Enlightenment? He
was a man unable to recognize truth from falsehood, a scholar with an imper-
fect grasp of the science of philology and linguistics, an archaeologist who did
not know the difference between a Roman lamp and a Grecian urn, and an in-
ventor of language who could not recognize the simplest cipher. Thrice fooled,
in Mencke’s parable of learned ignorance, Kircher could no longer convince
others that he knew anything of worth. The great English historian Edward
Gibbon was quite sure of it.22

Increasingly, Kircher’s penchant for connecting every different kind of
knowledge no longer resonated with an eighteenth-century audience. In a world
of increasingly specialized and jealously guarded expertise, the lacunae in
Kircher’s scholarship seemed glaringly obvious. In 1760, for example, the abbé
Jean-Jacques Barthelemy, Louis XV’s Royal Keeper of the Medals, informed
Parisian academicians that Kircher’s interpretation of the famous Nile mosaic of
Palestrina was just plain wrong. The Jesuit declared it a monument to the god-
dess Fortuna erected by the Roman dictator Sulla. Barthelemy tartly responded
that this seemed odd since it struck him as an image of Egypt rather than a
Roman allegory. How ironic, he reflected, that “the author of the Oedipus Aegyp-
tiacus,” the greatest and perhaps most demented encyclopedia ever written about
ancient Egypt, could not recognize the object of his intellectual passion when he
saw it.23
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If this had been the actual Kircher, or perhaps we should say the totality of
Kircher’s contributions to various intellectual projects, then there would be
little more to do than laugh with others across the centuries at this most de-
luded of polymaths. Mencke’s devastatingly funny portrait of Kircher, and
Leibniz’s and Barthelemy’s criticisms limit our vision only to what people saw
in retrospect, and they do not do full justice even to that part of his place in the
history of knowledge. It was not Kircher’s ignorance but the complex and
compelling nature of his intellectual convictions that led him down a particu-
lar path, which, it turns out, was not the road to modernity but a rather differ-
ent project.

Discussing Kircher’s astronomy, which took as its starting point the Ty-
chonic system of the universe that had become the official Jesuit cosmology in
Kircher’s youth, the Dutch mathematician and inventor Christiaan Huygens
remarked in 1698: “I have sometimes thought that one would have be able to
expect better ideas from Kircher, if he had dared to state them freely. But since
he didn’t have this courage, I don’t know why he didn’t prefer to abstain en-
tirely from this subject.”24 This mixed assessment of Kircher’s failings in rela-
tion to his potential, however, masked the fact that Huygens’s decision to write
his own cosmic voyage emerged from his reading of the Itinerarium exstaticum
(Ecstatic Journey) of 1656.25 In other words, Kircher was a source of inspira-
tion for a great deal of interesting work in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries. Scholars read and responded to his encyclopedias because they rep-
resented an intriguing stage in the evolution of many different scholarly disci-
plines, often all in the same thick volume. The more scholars separated out
diverse strands of knowledge, the more they resisted Kircher’s worldview
which was itself a dynamic entity that responded to the intellectual possibili-
ties of mid-seventeenth century Europe. He belonged to an era that combined
rather than divided, that took delight in finding unlikely connections in the
service of a grand unified theory of absolutely everything.

The same year that Huygens reassessed Kircher’s astronomy, a brief notice
of yet another aspect of his science appeared in the 1698 Philosophical Transac-
tions, in an account of acoustic experiments performed in Oxford that had
been inspired by certain passages in the Phonurgia nova (New Way of Making
Sound) of 1673. The article concluded that Kircher’s arguments about sound
moving more swiftly at its beginning than its end were correct.26 There were
many different accounts of Kircher in circulation, in part, because he offered
such a wide range of subjects for people to contemplate, each in their own way
on the cutting edge of new knowledge. He was a man who nimbly gathered
data, absorbed new methodologies, and recognized what was interesting to
know by the standards of his time. Kircher’s strength lay in his ability to make
the study of science, language, history, faith, and antiquity equally interesting
to his readers. His weakness, of course, was the opposite side of this coin, since
his talent lay in combining subjects rather than treating each as a specific field
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of knowledge whose skills demanded the patience and depth of expertise that
he was often unwilling to acquire.

We can see these differences in contrasting accounts of Kircher in the early
eighteenth century. The same year that Mencke published his satire of false
erudition, the great New England scholar and preacher Cotton Mather
(1663-1728) finished a manuscript entitled The Christian Philosopher. Printed
in London in 1721 with the assistance of the Royal Society, of which he was a
member, it repeatedly invoked Kircher as an authority to be juxtaposed with
the likes of Robert Boyle, Robert Hooke, and Isaac Newton. “Kircher supposed
the Sun to be a body of wondrous Fire, unequal in Surface, composed of Parts
which are of a different Nature, some fluid, some solid: The Disque of it, a Sea
of Fire wherein Waves of astonishing Flame have a perpetual Agitation.” The
Puritan divine was quick to add that both Hooke and Newton instead de-
scribed it as “a solid and opake Body.”2” But Mather’s gleeful description of the
bubbling solar cauldron that Kircher conjured up in his astronomy suggests
that while the sober words of his fellow members of the Royal Society won his
mind, the poetic descriptions and vividly engraved images in a Jesuit encyclo-
pedia captured his imagination (Figure Intro.2). Astronomy was not the only
aspect of Kircher’s work than interested Mather. He accepted Kircher’s priority
over another Fellow of the Royal Society, Samuel Moreland, in the invention of
the speaking tube, and he repeated Kircher’s description of the eruption of
Mount Etna; Mather marveled at Kircher’s account of stones that naturally
imitated the form of a monk’s garment, and took note of his description of
fevers that caused worms to form spontaneously within the blood. Mather was
equally fascinated by Kircher’s account of the ability of music to move the
soul. He also agreed with him that more research needed to be done on one of
the many unanswered questions of natural history: did fish with lungs also
have ears?28

This random assemblage of facts, culled from Kircher’s books by the great-
est scholar in early colonial New England, reminds us of the continuing appeal
of Kircher’s worldview well into the eighteenth century. His exuberant curios-
ity still spoke to readers in the decades after his death, and he was a priceless
source of strange facts, interesting questions, and intriguing if at times unsat-
isfactory experiments. The early members of the Royal Society were all avid
readers of Kircher’s work.2? Mather was considerably less disingenuous about
his relationship to Kircher, who simply provided him with information, than
his contemporary Leibniz, who neglected to tell his readers—perhaps because
it was too obvious—that virtually every major scientific, linguistic, and histor-
ical project on which he embarked had been directly inspired by reading
Kircher’s works. To a lesser degree, the same might also be said of Newton,
who never once cited Kircher, leading Voltaire to wonder whether Newton had
plagiarized his account of the relationship between light and color from
Kircher, as some had reported.’® It turned out he had not. Instead it was
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Figure Intro.2. Kircher's image of the sun. Source: Athanasius Kircher, Mundus subterraneus
(Amsterdam, 1665). Courtesy of Special Collections, Stanford University Libraries.

Goethe at the end of the eighteenth century, in search of a science of optics to
counter Newton’s, who would rediscover Kircher. Nonetheless, a significant
number of the most important attempts to create new sciences and reform
knowledge in the second half of the seventeenth century emerged from an en-
counter with the ideas of this singular and beguiling figure.

2. A Clock and a Manuscript, or the Bearer of Secrets

If Athanasius Kircher was the most famous, or infamous, of scholars by the
end of his life, he gave no explicit indication of this trajectory at its beginning.
In the 1630s, as Kircher began to develop a European-wide reputation, the sin-
gle most memorable fact about Kircher was that no one could spell his name
correctly. Balthazard Kyrner, Baltazar Kilner, Kikser, Kircser, Father Anasta-
sio’’—the enigma of the German Jesuit who traveled south to escape the ar-
rival of Protestants in his corner of the Holy Roman Empire seemed unusually
difficult to resolve. Kircher’s name, like the origins of his erudition, remained a
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puzzle even to those who opened their libraries to him, offered him their pa-
tronage, and assisted him in his quest to find a position worthy of his talents.

Kircher eventually achieved this goal when he was appointed professor of
mathematics and oriental languages at the Roman College in 1633. He was sub-
sequently relieved of his teaching duties in 1646 in order to devote all of his time
to research, writing, and the entertainment of important visitors who came to
Rome to see the famous Father Athanasius and his museum at the Roman Col-
lege. Almost from the start, the scholarly community expressed their doubt
about the nature of Kircher’s erudition, while being tantalized by the promise of
spectacular results. Kircher’s success seems to have been due as much to his
mastery of the art of intellectual dissimulation as it was also a product of his
congenial personality, his good fortune with patrons and publishers, and his im-
portant position in the Society of Jesus. Put a different way, Kircher succeeded
because seventeenth-century society wanted him to be successful. They had
questions, and he provided answers. What more should they have wanted?

Born on 2 May 1602 in the small town of Geisa, the youngest of nine chil-
dren in a pious and scholarly burgher family, Athanasius Kircher later de-
scribed himself in his autobiography, published posthumously in 1684, as an
accident-prone dullard. After his admission on 2 October 1618 to the Jesuit
College at Paderborn, he was almost expelled from the Society of Jesus because
of poor health when the college surgeon discovered open sores on his legs, the
result of chilblains from a fall into an icy river. Though Kircher claimed to have
studied Greek at the Jesuit college in Fulda as well as Hebrew under the tute-
lage of a rabbi—a sign that he was hardly witless—his initially quiet demeanor
after his admission to the order made his earliest teachers despair of their new
pupil. They soon discovered their mistake when, as Kircher immodestly re-
called, he mastered the natural philosophy curriculum in less than two months,
and successfully completed his novitiate in 1620.

As with many Germans of his generation, the brutal realities of the Thirty
Years’ War directly affected the course of Kircher’s life. Perhaps this is one of
the reasons that he remembered his youth as a serious of perilous encounters
with the elements, disease, and war, in which divine intervention proved to be
his salvation. Between 1622 and 1633, he led a peripatetic existence, studying
and teaching at various colleges and trying to stay out of harm’s way. A mem-
ber of the Catholic minority in a part of the Holy Roman Empire that was
largely Lutheran and Calvinist, Kircher was forced to flee to Cologne in Janu-
ary 1622 to avoid meeting an unpleasant fate at the hands of Protestant troops.
One year later, having completed his philosophical studies, he found himself
in Koblenz teaching Greek. In his spare time, he erected the first of several sun-
dials that he made for various Jesuit colleges. At this point in his life, Kircher
resolved to dedicate himself to two subjects: mathematics and languages.

By 1625, he returned to the town of Heiligenstadt, where his father had
taught at the local seminary, and became an instructor in Hebrew, Syriac, and
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mathematics. When the archbishop of Mainz decided to visit, Kircher seized
the opportunity to demonstrate a machine so fantastic that he was immedi-
ately accused of practicing black magic—but not by the archbishop, who in-
vited him to Mainz for the next four years where Kircher installed another
sundial while completing a four-year course in theology and initiating study of
“Oriental languages.”?? Ordained in 1628, Kircher completed all but the final
year of his tertianship, the third stage of his probation as a Jesuit, in Speyer. At
this moment, Kircher began to dream of two things that would preoccupy him
for much of his life: the idea of becoming a missionary to the East and the pos-
sibility of deciphering the hieroglyphs. A chance encounter in the college li-
brary with a book on Egyptian hieroglyphics, probably Johann Georg Horwart
von Hohenburg’s Thesaurus hieroglyphica, fueled the latter passion.

Refused permission to go to the near East in 1628, Kircher spent the final
year of his German interlude in Wiirzburg, where he was appointed professor
of moral philosophy, mathematics, Hebrew, and Syriac at the Jesuit college in
1630. There he encountered his earliest disciple, Kaspar Schott (1608-66),
who studied with Kircher and would later assist him in Rome, building ma-
chines, editing Kircher’s works, and publicizing Kircher’s boundless supply of
inventions.?* Kircher’s preliminary studies of the “magnetic art” produced his
first publication: a slim pamphlet entitled the Ars magnesia (Magnetic Art) in
1631. An earlier Institutiones mathematicae (Institutions of Mathematics), which
Kircher wrote the previous year, remained unpublished because he left it be-
hind when the Swedish army arrived in Wiirzburg in October 1631.35

In 1632, Kircher migrated to the Jesuit College in Avignon, never to return
to the Holy Roman Empire. Appointed professor of mathematics and oriental
languages, Kircher continued to pursue his twin passions as a scholar and a
teacher. Having already developed a reputation as a builder of clocks and mathe-
matical measuring devices for various German rulers and Jesuit colleges, he
set to work building an elaborate sundial in the tower of the Jesuit College in
Avignon that demonstrated his facility with using mirrors to direct the sun’s
rays across the wall to indicate not only the motions of the planets and the po-
sitions of the stars, but also the time differences throughout the world.?6 At the
same time, he let local scholars know that he had two interesting artifacts in his
possession: a sunflower clock and a mysterious manuscript by the Babylonian
rabbi Barachias Nephi.3”

Out of the ruins of Germany, two great secrets had been preserved for the
Catholic world to decipher. The French scholarly community that Kircher en-
countered in 1632 found both of these items utterly fascinating. They watched
him transform the college tower in Avignon into a mirror of the cosmos and
marveled at his capacity for the most technical sciences and the most arcane
languages—precisely the sort of knowledge greatly prized in the early seven-
teenth century. Kircher’s reputation was made before anyone had authenti-
cated either the clock or the manuscript. By the spring of 1632, the French
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lawyer, antiquarian, and savant Nicolas-Claude Fabri de Peiresc (1580—-1637)
in nearby Aix began to imagine that Kircher would help him unlock the mys-
teries of the Egyptian hieroglyphs.? At that point, Peiresc had not yet seen
Kircher’s mysterious manuscript, but desire only compounded his sense of op-
timism. Already in December 1632, scholars in Paris had heard of the German
Jesuit who had copied an Arabic manuscript in the library of the elector of
Mainz and promised that the knowledge it contained would enable him “to
interpret all the inscriptions in Rome.” By March 1633, Peiresc informed his
younger associate, the philosopher Pierre Gassendi, that Kircher’s manuscript,
once properly transcribed and analyzed, would reveal “knowledge of things
that have been unknown to Christianity for almost two thousand years.”* A
big claim indeed.

The initial image of Kircher, as a man in possession of fabulously important
and difficult knowledge, received further confirmation as news of his sun-
flower clock traveled through the same correspondence networks. Kircher had
already demonstrated his heliotropic plant, a nightshade whose seeds allegedly
followed the motions of the sun when affixed to a cork bobbing in water, in
Mainz; he now proceeded to demonstrate it in Avignon and Aix (Figure
Intro.3). Peiresc described it admiringly as “a great miracle of nature,” the best
of the many “secrets of nature” that Kircher claimed to be able to explain. He
begged Kircher for a copy of his recently published book on magnetism, plied
him with his best Arabic dictionaries from his considerable library, and de-
scribed Kircher’s intellectual ambition as being “a little grander than the ordi-
nary goals of his colleagues”® Kircher heightened the mystery of the
sunflower clock by describing an encounter with an Arabic merchant in the
port of Marseille who provided him with heliotropic seeds from an Eastern
plant in exchange for a watch so small that it was contained within a ring.*!
Peiresc began to fantasize about bringing Kircher to Aix so that they might col-
laborate more easily. He was so taken with the German who possessed oriental
wisdom that he encouraged the prior of the Jesuit College in Aix to discuss this
possibility with the Jesuit General Muzio Vitelleschi in Rome.#

Yet even as Peiresc salivated at the prospect of working closely with this
promising young scholar, he began to have doubts about the nature of Kircher’s
erudition. It took less than six months for the bloom to wear off the rose. Despite
his best efforts to inspect Kircher’s manuscript of the Barachias Nephi, Peiresc fi-
nally confessed to the antiquarian Claude Saumaise, he hadn’t seen “even a copy
of a single page” by November 1633. Kircher kept promising to improve his tran-
scription, citing his “imperfect Egyptian” as a reason for the delay, but Peiresc
began to wonder if there weren’t other reasons. Two months earlier, he had
caught multiple errors in Kircher’s interpretation of the obelisk of Saint John
Lateran in Rome.* And Kircher continued to dissimulate about the exact nature
of the manuscript he possessed. Was Kircher really qualified to understand the
relationship between Coptic and Arabic, let alone reconstruct the relationship
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Figure Intro.3. The sunflower clock. Source: Athanasius Kircher, Magnes, sive de arte magnetica,
2nd ed. (Cologne, 1643). Courtesy of Special Collections, Stanford University Libraries.

between the ancient hieroglyphs and the modern languages of Egypt? Did he
really own an interesting manuscript? Peiresc was no longer so sure.

Peiresc also began to express his reservations about the sunflower clock.
Initially he believed it might offer the final proof of heliocentrism that Galileo’s
theory of the tides in his Dialogue concerning the Two Chief World Systems
(1632) had failed to provide. This controversial book was in the hands of the
Roman censors, and Galileo himself, much to Peiresc’s dismay, was under in-
terrogation by the Holy Office for the heresy of advocating Copernican astron-
omy. In Peiresc’s correspondence with the Minim Marin Mersenne, one of the
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leading French natural philosophers of the time, we can observe the changing
tone of his observations as his disillusionment with Kircher grew. Peiresc was a
man who very much wanted to believe in Kircher’s promise of linguistic and
philosophical enlightenment; yet at the same time, he was a lawyer who de-
manded evidence as a precondition to belief.

In the spring and summer of 1633, all the important natural philosophers
in France and the Netherlands discussed Kircher’s sunflower clock. The trial of
Galileo ended with his abjuration of Copernicanism on 22 June 1633, but dis-
cussion of Kircher’s heliotrope continued. Mersenne was so intrigued by what
he heard from Aix that he forwarded an account to Descartes. With character-
istic caution, Descartes responded in July 1633 that if it were true, it was “most
curious.” But he added, “I still doubt the effect, though I nevertheless do not
judge it to be at all impossible.” Peiresc, on the other hand, living in closer
proximity to Kircher, was not so kind. In October 1633, he told Mersenne that
he had tried unsuccessfully to obtain a copy of the sunflower clock “by all
means humanly possible” in order to test its properties. “I am of your opinion
and don’t believe in it any more than you do.”#* The clock, like the manuscript,
seemed to be an object trapped inside a house of illusions. After Kircher’s pub-
lic demonstration of it in the Jesuit colleges of southern France, Peiresc con-
cluded, quite rightfully, that it was no clock but a magnet.

After Peiresc’s volte-face, we would expect him to have nothing to do with
Kircher. In the summer of 1633, it seemed that Kircher’s reputation had been
ruined and the limits of his knowledge woefully exposed. Yet if this were the
case, why do we find Father Athanasius departing for Rome in September of
that year? Initially told to accept an assignment in Vienna (Kircher later
boasted that he was to replace Johannes Kepler as the imperial mathemati-
cian), Kircher was preparing to return to the Holy Roman Empire. Peiresc,
however, was determined to make use of Kircher to further one of his pet proj-
ects: the publication of Pietro della Valle’s Coptic grammar and dictionary in
Rome. He paved the way by using his contacts with General Vitelleschi to effect
a transfer to Rome rather than Aix, and by writing one of the leading cultural
figures in the Rome of Urban VIII, the antiquarian, naturalist, and collector
Cassiano dal Pozzo (1588-1657), close confidant of Cardinal Francesco Bar-
berini. In his letter of 10 September, Peiresc assured his Roman correspondent
that Kircher’s “most curious inventions and most unusual experiments” and
the fruits of “his most exquisite mind” were worthy of papal patronage.*> For
the next two months while Kircher traveled south, uncertain of his final desti-
nation, Peiresc sent materials to dal Pozzo to assist in the continuation of
Kircher’s work on the Coptic grammar and dictionary, and to encourage the
idea of investing in Kircher’s linguistic skills. With great relief, he finally heard
news of Kircher’s arrival in Rome in mid-November 1633 and received confir-
mation of his appointment as professor of mathematics at the Roman College,
where he succeeded Galileo’s adversary, Christoph Scheiner, in this position.46
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The idea that Peiresc considered Kircher useful in Rome is confirmed by the
enormous amount of attention he lavished on Kircher’s projects between 1633
and his own death in 1636. He endlessly pumped correspondents for news of
Kircher’s activities, offering advice regarding which projects Kircher should
prioritize. He worried incessantly about the quality of Kircher’s work. He used
his Roman contacts to facilitate the Jesuit’s access to the considerable manu-
script holdings of the Vatican Library. For better and for worse, Kircher had
become Peiresc’s protégé, in part, because the French scholar was still hopeful
about the editorial and philological aspects of the Jesuit’s work, even as he
questioned Kircher’s interpretive abilities. When Peiresc heard that Cardinal
Barberini had asked Kircher to interpret the Bembine Table, a prize antiquity
engraved with mysterious characters that might aptly be described as the Re-
naissance Rosetta Stone, he began to wonder if the transcription of della Valle’s
Coptic manuscript, let alone that of the precious Barachias Nephi, would ever
be completed (Figure Intro.4). “I did not expect that this good Father would
get his hands on it so soon,” wrote Peiresc in confidence. He worried that
Kircher would misinterpret it, “having known his disposition during his year’s
sojourn in Avignon, where he allowed himself to be too easily diverted by the
last thing that occupied him.”4” He also asked dal Pozzo to discourage Kircher
from completing his latest publication on magnetism before finishing his edi-
torial work on the two manuscripts.*® In the next two years, to Peiresc’s great
embarrassment, Kircher began to unravel the secrets of some mysterious char-
acters engraved on Mount Oreb in the Sinai. Peiresc considered it a modern
forgery. He urged Kircher not to include this transcription in his Prodromus
Coptus sive Aegyptiacus (Coptic or Egyptian Forerunner).*® As Kircher’s prestige
grew in Rome, everyone brought the learned Jesuit their best secrets. His
stature grew by leaps and bounds as he attempted to answer virtually every
pressing question of ancient faith. Kircher seemed increasingly autonomous
from Peiresc’s direction. Peiresc worried that his carefully laid plans to make
the best knowledge of ancient Egypt available to a learned public had gone ter-
ribly astray. From Aix, he simply could not control Kircher’s activities in Rome.

In the fall of 1636, shortly before Peiresc’s death, Kircher’s Prodromus Cop-
tus finally appeared, published by the Congregation for the Propagation of the
Faith in Rome. Praising his “erudition in secret exotic matters,” the Jesuit cen-
sor Melchior Inchofer, who had played no small role in the condemnation of
Galileo’s Dialogue, judged it “a worthy beginning from which we may antici-
pate what will follow.”>0 The Prodromus Coptus did not contain the Coptic dic-
tionary, which eventually appeared in the Lingua Aegyptiaca restituita (The
Egyptian Language Restored) of 1643. Instead it displayed many other choice
examples of Kircher’s linguistic virtuosity, including his account of a recently
discovered Nestorian monument in China, brought to Europe’s attention by
Jesuit missionaries who first saw it in 1625, and his transcription of the Sinai
inscription.®! Antiquarians throughout Europe sharpened their quills to at-
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tack all its errors. Peiresc cautioned them not to go too far. “Bad luck can be
good in some things,” he remarked proverbially.52 Certainly Kircher did not
dig deeply into the sources of his knowledge, nor did he take the time to estab-
lish sound proofs to shore up his conclusions. But, Peiresc reminded his col-
leagues, he was not a bad sort of Jesuit nor should he be entirely dismissed as a
scholar. Early in the publication of the Coptic dictionary, he had declared that
if Kircher could “break the ice and penetrate some tiny thing, perhaps with
time one could overcome some other difficulties.” For this reason, he warned
his colleagues that “we should not caricature the Father in any way.”s? Kircher
had opened the way for others to follow who could discreetly correct his errors
without offending him or his patrons in Rome.>* Besides, it was rumored in
1636 that Kircher was about to leave for the Levant at any moment. Good rela-
tions with Kircher and the Society of Jesus would ensure that European schol-
ars had a steady supply of unknown manuscripts in foreign tongues for years
to come.

Peiresc’s attitude toward Kircher suggests a number of different things we
might keep in mind. Quite evidently, he did not trust Kircher’s antiquarian in-
stincts any more than did the late-seventeenth- and eighteenth-century scholars
who castigated Kircher, delighting in their discovery of his errors. Rather than
perceiving Kircher to be an accomplished linguist and Egyptologist, as many
others did throughout his career, Peiresc considered him to be a unique resource
in facilitating the general project of recovering the past. Peiresc sagely observed
that Kircher was the kind of scholar who “did violence to the authority of the
ancients in establishing his conjectures.”?> But fundamentally he did not want to
throw out the baby with the bathwater. Instead, he hoped that with his guidance,
Kircher might become a unique conduit between the Roman world of antiquar-
ianism, rich in manuscripts and artifacts with the promise of more to come
through the Jesuit missionary networks, and the northern European world of
scholarship that compensated for its relative paucity of original artifacts by es-
tablishing a more scientific foundation for the study of the distant past.

This view, however, was the perspective from Aix. What did people say in
Rome? In November 1633, Kircher arrived in a city still recovering from the
long shadow cast by the trial of Galileo.5¢ He became the talk of the town. Peo-
ple came to the Roman College, the principal educational institution of the
Society of Jesus, to converse with him and see his experiments. News of the
wonders that Kircher brought to the papal city eventually found its way to Flo-
rence—or at least as far as Arcetri, where Galileo was under house arrest. In
March 1634, two correspondents wrote to aging mathematician to tell him
about what they had seen and heard about the young German. Both described
in some detail Kircher’s sunflower clock, which he displayed publicly in the
creche installed in Saint Peter’s during Christmas 1637 as part of an exhibit of
different clocks that told time all over the world.5” As in the past, Kircher’s in-
ventions made him the object of considerable attention, inciting the curiosity
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of scholars in a new social and political environment. Peiresc and his friends
did nothing to contradict this image, despite their skepticism about the clock.

In a classic misunderstanding of Kircher’s origins, Raffaello Magiotti in-
formed Galileo:

Once again, there’s a Jesuit in Rome who has spent a lot of time in the Orient. Be-
sides knowing twelve languages and being a good geometer, etc., he has a lot of
wonderful things with him, among them, a root that turns as the sun turns, and
can serve as a most perfect clock.

Magiotti had seen a demonstration of the sunflower clock and heard that
Kircher possessed copies of Arabic and Chaldean manuscripts, filled with
“great secrets and histories.” He also wrote of Kircher’s promise to explain
“everything contained in the obelisk of the Popolo.” The “spectacle of so many
novelties” made Kircher by far the most sought after scholar in Rome.>8 He was
indeed a baroque magus bearing gifts from the East, a German newcomer in a
city eager to embrace foreign scholars who helped promote the image of Rome
as the capital of knowledge as well as of faith.5

Misperception is often as revealing as comprehension. If Kircher did not de-
liberately deceive his Roman audience, he in all likelihood chose not to disabuse
them of the idea that he had actually been in the Orient. Perhaps the suggestive
nature of this fantasy made it impossible for him to ever get there. If Kircher al-
ready seemed to have knowledge of the East, what would the Society of Jesus
gain by actually sending him there? In 1637, after publishing his Prodromus Cop-
tus with great fanfare, Kircher hoped that his bona fide credentials as a philolo-
gist and mathematician might finally win him passage to the Levant. Following a
trip to Malta as the confessor of the recently converted Landgraf Friedrich of
Hesse-Darmstadt, and in the midst of a brief assignment as professor of mathe-
matics at the Jesuit College in Malta, he wrote a second letter requesting a mis-
sion to the Near East. General Vitelleschi quickly disabused Kircher of this idea,
responding tersely in a letter of 7 January 1638 that he appreciated Kircher’s “de-
sire to go to the Orient,” but the Society needed him at home. “Your Reverence
must return to Rome.”®® There Kircher remained, save for his pilgrimages into
the Roman countryside, for the remainder of his long and productive life. And it
was in the papal city that he published the majority of his works on science and
history, nature and culture, language and faith, inviting his readers to explore the
connections among virtually every imaginable form of knowledge. But in the
early years of his stay in Rome, Magiotti could report only one salient fact to
Galileo: in more than three years, Kircher still had not given him a sample of the
mysterious heliotropic root that he had discovered in the market of Marseille.!

3. The Making of a Baroque Polymath

Peiresc was absolutely right. Kircher had no desire to become simply an anti-
quarian. His vision of himself was as expansive as the city that became his
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Figure Intro.5. The eruption of Mount Vesuvius in 1638. Source: Athanasius Kircher, Mundus
subterraneus, 2nd ed. (Amsterdam, 1678). Courtesy of Special Collections, Stanford University
Libraries.

home. Rome was a city of many sciences, a town filled with churches, palaces,
monuments, and ruins, populated by artists, musicians, scholars, and theolo-
gians, all in service to some patron or another. Even if Kircher did not know
he would secure a position in Rome, he soon became comfortable in this mi-
lieu. During his stay in Malta, Kircher made another instrument—the Specula
Melitensis (Maltese Observatory)—and gave the Knights of Saint John instruc-
tions in how to use this miraculous mechanical microcosm that contained a
planisphere, kept track of the Julian and Gregorian calendars, told universal
time, charted horoscopes, and condensed all important medical, botanical, al-
chemical, Hermetic, and magical knowledge into a single cube known as the
“cabalistic mirror.”¢2 He returned from his travels in southern Italy in 1638,
having witnessed the eruptions of Mount Etna and Stromboli and climbed
into the crater of Mount Vesuvius as it creaked and groaned under the strain of
its geologic rhythms. Southern Italy was on fire, and Kircher was captivated by
its spectacle of nature (Figure Intro.5). It took him over twenty-five years to
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write up the results of his investigations, beginning with his imaginative geo-
logical dialogue, the Iter extaticum II qui & Mundi Prodromus dicitur (Second
Ecstatic Journey) of 1657, and culminating in his Mundus subterraneus of
1665.63 But from that moment on, Kircher became convinced that under-
standing the natural world, in a broad sense, was as fundamental as decipher-
ing the hieroglyphs. His work on magnetism continued to be a focal point of
his investigations of nature, since Kircher saw the magnet as nature’s hiero-
glyph—the key to understanding everything else.®* Yet he also realized that
there were many other puzzling natural phenomena that might yield informa-
tion the magnet alone could not offer. Gradually his studies expanded to in-
clude virtually every crucial question of natural philosophy in the 1640s and
1650s.

At the end of the 1630s, mathematicians and natural philosophers through-
out Europe knew several things about Kircher. They knew that he was some-
what ambivalent about the condemnation of Galileo and possibly open to
discussions of heliocentrism. It was Peiresc who reported in September 1633
that Kircher did not consider the great Jesuit astronomer Christopher Clavius
an anti-Copernican and maintained that younger Jesuit mathematicians
such as Scheiner only adhered to Aristotle “out of necessity and obedience.”®>
They heard that he was at work on an “invention for combinatorial composi-
tion,” in other words, a music-making machine.5¢ Finally, they considered
him to be one of the leading advocates of the idea of universal magnetism, a
notion that built upon the Neapolitan magus Giovan Battista della Porta’s
and the English physician William Gilbert’s studies of the terrestrial magnet,
and the German mathematician Johannes Kepler’s concept that there was
a central force, or anima motrix, organizing the motions of all planetary
bodies.

Mersenne expressed some skepticism about the universality of Kircher’s
magnet and the novelty of his theories. He told a London correspondent in
1639 that “Antoine Kirker” and his Roman colleagues “claim that they will make
us change our philosophy by speculating on the universal spirit that resides in
this stone. Let’s wait to see what it will be like in order to judge it.” Mersenne
provided observations for the table of magnetic declination published in the
Magnes, sive de arte magnetica (Magnet or the Magnetic Art) of 1641, forwarding
data from his English correspondents. Gassendi, Jesuit mathematicians and
natural philosophers such as Christoph Scheiner and Niccolo Cabeo, and Jesuit
missionaries in Goa, Macao, Canton, and the West Indies also contributed to
Kircher’s project.t” The Magnes was the first work in which Kircher demon-
strated his ability to create a global network of informants, using the combined
resources of the Society of Jesus and the European-wide republic of letters to
gather information. In this respect, Kircher earned the admiration of contem-
poraries who did not have access to his range of information. They eagerly read
his book to see what he had done with their data.®® They turned the pages in
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order to see what new instruments he had dreamt up in order to demonstrate
the power of the magnet.

Galileo’s disciple Evangelista Torricelli was the first to report the appear-
ance of the long-awaited Magnes. From Rome in June 1641, he informed
Galileo that the book was pleasing to behold, “enriched with a wealth of beau-
tiful engravings.” It contained many machines, described “with the most ex-
travagant words.” In Torricelli’s opinion, it was a book full of excessive literary
flourishes, abounding in epigrams, poems, and inscriptions “some in Arabic,
some in Hebrew and other languages.” Among its curiosities, however, he par-
ticularly admired Kircher’s account of the music reputed to cure the taran-
tula’s bite in Puglia. But ultimately he put the book down in utter frustration.
“Enough: Signor Nardi, Maggiotti, and I laughed quite a bit.” Such mixed reac-
tions traveled north to Venice, where Fulgenzio Micanzio reported in Decem-
ber 1641 that he had heard that Kircher’s Magnes was much like Scheiner’s
Rosa Ursina: once the straw was removed, no grain remained.®® He had evi-
dently been talking to readers such as Torricelli who did not appreciate the art
of Kircher’s science.

It took at least another year for northern European readers to complete
their initial appraisal of Kircher’s natural philosophy. The Magnes sold so well
that a second edition appeared in 1643, and a third in 1654. In January 1643,
Constantin Huygens finished reading a copy. He could not wait to tell Descartes
what he thought. “You will find that it is not well-furnished but rather awful,”
he informed his friend. One week later, Descartes completed his own evalua-
tion, famously declaring of Kircher: “The Jesuit has a lot of tricks; he is more
charlatan than scholar”7® He expressed enormous scorn for the sunflower
clock, marveling at the idea that anyone should believe in a plant whose seeds
had the power to do things in Arabia that they did not seem capable of doing
in Aix, Avignon, or Rome.

Once again, Kircher seemed on the verge of losing all credibility. But perhaps
there was more than a touch of jealousy in Descartes’s comments? Kircher, after
all, published his ideas on universal magnetism when the French philosopher
was still in the midst of contemplating what to do with the different parts of his
treatise, The World, which remained unpublished due to his fear of censorship
after the condemnation of Galileo. The magnet, too, was extremely important
to Descartes’s philosophy that proclaimed all matter to be a product of exten-
sion and motion. Magnets helped to explain the forces organizing the move-
ment of cosmic things through the microcosm of a terrestrial artifact. Newton
also understood this when he initiated his youthful investigations into universal
gravitation with a study of the magnet. In the fall of 1644, two English readers
compared Descartes’s account of the magnet in his Principles of Philosophy
(1644) with the equivalent pages in Kircher’s Magnes. “I think Kercher the Jesuit
of the loadestone has prevented Des Cartes,” concluded Charles Cavendish in a
letter to John Pell, “for they differ little, as [ remember.”7!
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Had Kircher scooped Descartes? Surely not in any specific sense. Kircher’s
animistic philosophy and Cartesian mechanistic philosophy could not have
been farther apart, which must have made it all the more annoying for the
former to write extensively on an artifact of interest to the latter. But he had
nonetheless declared the magnet to be “the key to all motion whatsoever.”72
Perhaps what annoyed Descartes in particular was the fact that Kircher cele-
brated the occult and divine qualities of the magnet with the resources of ex-
perimental philosophy at the very moment when the French philosopher
wished to present the magnet as a great example of the physics (rather than
metaphysics) of motion. In other words, Kircher had used the new physics of
seventeenth-century science to arrive at the wrong result, and he inspired the
entire scholarly community to contribute to the project. He had, once again,
thrilled his readers by inviting them to contemplate a world of fantastic
machines such as the “Universal Magnetic Horoscope” that efficiently if not
entirely accurately told time in every major city where Jesuit missions flour-
ished, setting the clock by noon in Rome (Figure Intro.6). Let us keep in mind
that after his student years at the Jesuit college of La Fleche, Descartes had no
particular love of the Jesuits.

Mersenne finally decided to resolve his own doubts about Kircher by going
to Rome. He arrived in the papal city at the end of December 1644, bearing a
copy of his Harmonie universelle: Contenant la theorie et la pratique de la
musique (Universal Harmony: Containing the Theory and Practice of Music) of
1636. Kircher was then in the midst of finishing the first edition of his Ars
magna lucis et umbrae (Great Art of Light and Shadow), his fascinating work on
optics filled with spectacular demonstrations of the properties of light, pub-
lished in 1646. It had just received approval of the Jesuit censors.”® After several
pleasurable days of philosophizing, in which the two fathers tested recent
claims by Torricelli to produce a vacuum—which Kircher did not believe
existed in nature—Mersenne loaned him the book. Kircher, then contemplat-
ing the idea of writing his own treatise on the science of music, “devoured
my book on Harmonie universelle in four days . ..,” Mersenne recalled. “He
declared himself enraptured.” Their mutual admiration grew, and Father
Athanasius became expansive about his own plans for future publications.
Kircher outlined the idea for his Musurgia universalis (Universal Music-mak-
ing) of 1650, describing all the various combinatorial arts by which music
might be produced artificially as well as naturally. He showed Mersenne “a lot
of beautiful drawings” in his study and tantalized him with the “marvels” de-
scribed in the forthcoming Ars magna lucis et umbrae.”* Against his better
instincts perhaps, Mersenne found himself captivated. In the heat of a discus-
sion with Kircher, he wanted very much to believe in the Jesuit’s peculiar form
of wonder.”s

Kircher’s quarters at the Roman College were increasingly busy by 1644.
One month before Mersenne’s arrival, the English virtuoso John Evelyn
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Figure Intro.6. Kircher's universal magnetic horoscope. Source: Athanasius Kircher, Magnes, sive
de arte magnetica (Rome, 1641). Courtesy of Special Collections, Stanford University Libraries.

arrived in Rome to tour the city and see what Kircher was doing. Evelyn was
well aware of the recent appearance of the Lingua Aegyptiaca restituita. He
knew that Kircher was in the midst of completing his interpretation of the
obelisk in front of Saint John Lateran for the new pope, Innocent X, since the
two of them discussed this during the visit. Traces of Kircher’s abundant scien-
tific interests also lay scattered about his study. The variety of instruments and
inventions that Evelyn described, in addition to hearing a lecture on parts of
Euclid by Kircher, left an impression of an active and inventive mind at work:
“with Dutch patience, he showed us his perpetual motions, catoptrics, mag-
netical experiments, models, and a thousand other crotchets and devices.”7¢ In
Evelyn’s and Mersenne’s remarks, we can see the glimmerings of the kind of
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reputation that made Kircher a fixture on the seventeenth-century Grand
Tour. He installed a speaking tube between his room and the gallery where he
keep his inventions so that the custodian might call him when visitors ap-
peared.”” Presumably it worked the other way as well, so that visitors might oc-
casionally hear the disembodied voice of Father Athanasius appear from
nowhere like the Wizard of Oz.

It was around this time that Kircher, or perhaps his Roman publisher Lu-
dovico Grignani, realized that it was good to advertise. The final pages of the
Ars magna lucis et umbrae contained the first of Kircher’s famous lists of publi-
cations. In addition to advertising seven books already in print, it drew read-
ers’ attention to eight other original works and eight translations yet to come.
Among those “books ready to published if God grants me a long life” were the
Oedipus Aegyptiacus, Musurgia universalis, Mundus subterraneus (“a vast and
curious work,” Kircher exclaimed), Turris Babel, an Ars combinatoria (surely
the beginning of the Ars magna sciendi, since it promised a “new method for all
sciences and arts” specifically addressed to “young men and the ignorant”), a
Magia mechanica (eventually published by his disciple Schott under the title of
Technica curiosa), and two works that seem forever lost to modern readers: the
Polypaedia Biblica, which promised to extract the secrets of biblical knowl-
edge, and Concilium geographicum, a reminder of Kircher’s brief tenure as car-
tographer for the archbishop of Mainz.7®

No wonder that Mersenne, Evelyn, and virtually every other visitor to
Kircher’s study were overwhelmed by the possibilities. But this was not all. To
understand the breadth of Kircher’s appeal at midcentury, we need to con-
sider the rest of the list: a series of glorious translation projects that would
have made Peiresc weep with joy while fearing for the quality of the results.
Kircher promised translations of Syrian and Islamic manuscripts that would
unlock the secrets of Eastern philosophy. He planned two additional transla-
tions of Arabic manuscripts—one a collection of geometric, optical, and as-
tronomical fragments, the other an account of ancient Egyptian writing and
law. In keeping with the finest scholarship of his day, Kircher also recognized
the value of ancient polyglot manuscripts, promising his public a trilingual
edition of Avicenna’s Canon of Medicine in Arabic, Hebrew, and Latin; a Per-
sian-Latin edition of Cato; and a manuscript containing “Arabic-Coptic-
Latin Liturgies” that discussed the controversies between the Armenian and
Latin churches.”

None of these translations ever appeared. But perhaps that was not the
point of it all. In 1646, Kircher presented himself as a consummate encyclope-
dist whose knowledge of the arts and sciences rested on his ability to read
virtually every ancient language of interest in Catholic Europe and whose
reputation depended upon his access to rare and important manuscripts. He
was a successful book-hunter in a city of ferocious bibliophiles. This was the
message of his advertisement, and it was an image he had cultivated since the
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Figure Intro.7. “Catalogue of the Books by Father Athanasius Kircher.” Source: Athanasius
Kircher, Mundus subterraneus (Amsterdam, 1665). Courtesy of Special Collections, Stanford
University Libraries.

1630s. Twenty years later, when Kircher revised his “Catalogue of Books by Fa-
ther Athanasius Kircher” in 1665, he no longer felt the need to present himself
as a translator of the ancients®® (Figure Intro.7). The sources of his authority
had not exactly changed, since he continued to be a man in possession of many
secrets. But the location of this kind of knowledge no longer lay in arcane
manuscripts alone. Rather it was increasingly found in the storehouse of knowl-
edge— artifacts and inventions as well as books and manuscripts—that he dis-
played in the museum of the Roman College.8! The increased propensity to
view Kircher’s books as a complete corpus only enhanced the sensation that
Kircher was an authority beyond measure. In 1646, Kircher outlined a project
to become a single-author Encyclopaedia Britannica. He largely made good on
this promise. Like all good encyclopedias, his works bristled with inaccuracies
and omissions. But they also allowed their readers to traverse the field of
knowledge in its entirety, something that many other authors were unable—or
unwilling—to do.82
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Figure Intro. 8. Squaring the circle, according to Kircher. Source: Correspondence du Marin
Mersenne Religieux Minime. Ed. Mme Paul Tannery and Cornélis de Waard (Paris: Editions du
CNRS, 1965), val. 9, p. 475.

After initiating readers into the mysteries of the magnet, Kircher could not
resist solving another problem in the Ars magna lucis et umbrae that had puz-
zled mathematicians at least since the days of Pappus: he squared the circle bor-
rowing a diagram from the medieval philosopher Ramon Llull. In the summer
and fall of 1646, mathematicians throughout Europe laughed themselves silly
over the result. Friends in Rome had warned Torricelli in advance that the re-
sults were risible. Kircher drew a line EF, bisecting radius AB at E, are BD at C.
He concluded that the half-arc DC equaled tangent DF (Figure Intro.8). Logic
dictated that this would be true for every half-arc, making a complete and per-
fect square. It was a beautiful visual proof since readers could literally, at least in
their minds if not actually on paper, see the circle becoming a square.8* The
only problem was that it was an approximate rather than exact solution, ignor-
ing the most basic tenets of mathematics since the Greeks. Kircher’s ferociously
precise and distinguished predecessor Clavius must have rolled over in his
grave at the thought of a Jesuit mathematician at the Collegio Romano display-
ing such ignorance. News of Kircher’s proof traveled from Rome to Florence to
Paris. Torricelli sent the quadrature to Mersenne in July 1646. The response was
a hearty bellow that echoed all the way across the Alps. “I wish I could hold back
the force of my laughter when I think about the Kircherian squaring of the cir-
cle about which you wrote,” Mersenne responded.8 Torricelli found it so funny
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that he passed it on to the Jesuat mathematician Bonaventura Cavallieri for fur-
ther amusement. Gassendi reportedly told his English friends, who admired the
illustrations while skimming a copy in a Paris but concluded that such a book
was not worth buying. Every mathematician in Europe, it seemed, turned to
this particular page of the Ars magna lucis et umbrae.

One week after sharing a good laugh with Torricelli, Mersenne sat down to
compose a letter to Kircher. He regretted that he still lacked his own copy of
Kircher’s “most beautiful book.” They talked of recent astronomical discover-
ies and the things that the microscope might reveal. Finally Mersenne ad-
dressed Kircher’s squaring of the circle. He reported what he had heard from
Florence and Rome, concluding for the umpteenth time that such a solution
was clearly false. While reserving judgment on how exactly Kircher had solved
the problem in his book, Mersenne let his Jesuit correspondent know that such
an approach to mathematics was deeply flawed, something he did not hesitate
to publicize to colleagues in Paris and Aix in subsequent discussions. Perhaps
Mersenne understood better than some other readers why Kircher had created
such a flawed proof, which was, at its root, a kind of geometric hieroglyph, a
symbolic conclusion to a centuries-old debate rather than a mathematical
proof. Nonetheless he indicated his openness to other aspects of Kircher’s
work by concluding his letter with the following question: “And when can we
hope for your music?”#>

Other complaints about the first of Kircher’s “Great Arts” emerged. The
Minim Emanuel Maignan was deeply concerned about the potential overlap
of his own work on catoptrics, the quintessential seventeenth-century science
of mathematically rendered optical illusions, with sections of the Ars magna
lucis et umbrae. Kircher later accused Maignan of plagiarizing his cylindrical
mirror, to which Maignan responded defensively that two inventors might si-
multaneously arrive at the same conclusions. More critically, Constantijn
Huygens observed that Kircher had completely misunderstood the art and sci-
ence of the gnomon, the instrument used to cast the sun’s shadow. Citing Plau-
tus, he tartly observed of the Jesuits: “The greater the endeavor, the more often
they produce worthless things.” Huygens could not resist fantasizing about the
idea of sending a strange tale about a prisoner in Antwerp who had the capac-
ity to see through clothes for inclusion in Kircher’s next edition. The joke—
“There’s one among you who has no shirt!”—was perhaps Huygens’s way of
reaffirming the adage that the emperor, or in this case a Jesuit, had no clothes.
He told Mersenne that if Kircher included his anecdote in the next edition, it
would truly be a “Great Art.”86

Once again, we left with the paradox of Kircher’s fame: throughout the
1640s, the republic of letters continuously found fault with Kircher’s mathe-
matics and natural philosophy and questioned his philology. At the same time,
they asked for more. The year 1646 was by no means disastrous for Father
Athanasius. He was relieved of any further obligation to teach. He attracted the
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attention of Pope Innocent X, who subsequently commissioned him to work
with the sculptor Giovan Lorenzo Bernini in erecting one of the greatest mon-
uments of baroque Rome, the Pamphili obelisk sitting atop Bernini’s Fountain
of the Four Rivers in Piazza Navona as of August 1649.87 Interpreting the past
was indeed a lucrative business in the papal city and so was the production of
spectacle. We need to counterbalance criticism of Kircher with an assessment
of his manifold success. While failing to convince individual readers of the
merits of specific claims in his books, he intrigued all of them and persuaded
other readers of the general soundness of his philosophical approach. Kircher
did not intend his readers to linger very long on any singular insight that he
had. Squaring the circle was a bust, but his approach to deciphering the hiero-
glyphs had triumphed at least in Rome and Vienna. He reminded his readers
that the magnet was a crucial ingredient of experimental philosophy and in-
trigued them with his optical demonstrations. He and the team of engravers
and printers who produced his books dazzled his audience, transforming ideas
into images that even his critics were forced to admire. In the end, key aspects
of Kircher’s vision of knowledge succeeded, overcoming a sort of perpetual
skepticism about the merits of his scholarship.

There was a reason Maignan worried that the Ars magna lucis et umbrae
might eclipse his own work. Filled with beautiful engravings of Kircher’s opti-
cal games—perspective glasses, magic lanterns, distorting mirrors that trans-
formed blobs of paint into elegant portraits of princes and prelates—it was a
startling and seductive book that invited its readers to participate in the game
of knowledge, which was an art more than a science. The Musurgia universalis
would do this equally effectively, when it brought forth page after page of fan-
tastic music-making machines (Figure Intro.9). It appeared in the Jubilee Year
of 1650, when the entire world flocked to Rome to celebrate a triumphal
moment in the history of the Catholic Church. Kircher was at the center of it
all. His Obeliscus Pamphilius (Pamphilian Obelisk) dazzled its readers with his
ingenious reconstruction of the hieroglyphic inscriptions on the side of the
obelisk that had been hidden to his view as it lay on the ground. This impor-
tant new monument in the Eternal City confirmed his pronouncements about
the importance of Egyptian wisdom to Catholicism. His books were in the
hands of missionaries, scholars, and princes. He had worked with Matteo Mar-
ione to redesign the hydraulic organ of the Quirinale.3% He was one of the most
visited and celebrated men in the city. Even the Medici paid him a visit when
the learned Leopoldo, brother of the Grand Duke and patron of the Galileian
Accademia del Cimento, came to town for the Jubilee.8?

The only thing lacking was an appropriate space in which to stage Kircher’s
apotheosis. This materialized in the form of a museum. In 1651, the Roman
patrician Alfonso Donnino, secretary to the Popolo Romano, donated his col-
lection to the Roman College. Donnino’s bequest obligated the Society of Jesus
to create a public museum that would be worthy of its donor and that would
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Figure Intro.9. Kircher's music-making “ark.” Source: Athanasius Kircher, Musurgia universalis
(Rome, 1650). Courtesy of Special Collections, Stanford University Libraries.

display his collection, composed predominantly of antiquities and paintings,
in an appropriate fashion.? The Jesuits welcomed the opportunity to house a
museum in their premier college. Inhabiting a city filled with cardinals’ collec-
tions and aristocratic galleries, they understood the appeal of making the Col-
legio Romano into one of the leading museums of Rome. They appointed
Kircher its first curator.

Kircher now had the forum that he had sought and a more public space to
fill with his discoveries and inventions, which had previously been housed in
his private quarters and a small gallery. In many respects he was the heir to a
collection of instruments and papers inaugurated by distinguished predeces-
sors in the chair in mathematics such as Clavius.! In characteristic fashion,
Kircher enhanced this image by combining the traditional material culture of
a mathematician with the possession of other kinds of artifacts that advertised
the global reach of the Society of Jesus and informed his particular brand of
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encyclopedism. Surrounded by antiquities, curiosities, and inventions, he seemed
like an oracle of knowledge, a kind of baroque Leonardo who had decided to
write forward rather than backward—and publish it all.

Visitors came in increasing numbers to see Kircher in the midst of the Soci-
ety of Jesus’s collection. He was perceived as a famous collector and author, a
man who not only wrote about the most interesting ideas in his books but who
also possessed the most interesting things in his museum. One visitor described
Kircher’s endless penchant for demonstrating the mysterious powers of the
magnet in the gallery and predicted that he “would frighten cardinals with the
ghosts” of the magic lantern.?? Kircher was so confident of the attractions of
the collection that he helped to create over the next few decades thatin 1671 he
declared: “No foreign visitor who has not seen the Roman College museum
can claim that he has truly been in Rome.”?> Whether he created knowledge
was a subject that the scholarly community continued to debate, but no one
denied his ability to produce spectacle.

4. Oedipal Adventures and Ecstatic Voyages

The year that the Roman College museum opened its doors to the public,
Kircher was preparing the first volume of his massive Oedipus Aegyptiacus, one
of the most eagerly anticipated books of the mid—seventeenth century.** In the
summer of 1651, a young Anne Conway asked her father-in-law Lord Conway
about “new books” that discussed the relationship between Christianity and
philosophy. She received the following recommendation by September: “there
is great hope we may be the wiser for it this yeare by the help of Kircherus.”?>
Unfortunately, Conway never recorded her opinion of the book, if she ever had
the chance to read it. Leopoldo de’ Medici was not so taciturn. Upon receiving
the third volume in June 1655, he wrote that the delays in publication had only
increased “the desire with which the universe of virtuosi have waited to ac-
quire the Egyptian Oedipus.”%

Kircher’s Oedipus Aegyptiacus, printed in four parts between 1652 and 1654
and finally made available to readers with its publication as an entire volume
in 1655, represented the culmination of his research on Egypt®” (Figure Intro.10).
Dedicated to a multiplicity of patrons and overflowing with poems and epi-
grams by scholars who celebrated Kircher’s virtuosity in enough languages to
make one think that the entire world knew him, it was a book so complex in its
production that it required special fonts to print the sections in many of the
Eastern languages. Weighing in at a modest two thousand pages and under-
written by multiple patrons, including the Holy Roman emperor Ferdinand I,
who contributed two-thousand scudi to the cost of its production, the Oedipus
was Kircher’s broadest and boldest statement about the meaning of Egypt in
the mid—seventeenth century.”® Having edited and translated key Coptic man-
uscripts in the first decade of his residence in Rome, and subsequently having
explained his principles of translation in his Obeliscus Pamphilius, Kircher
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ATHANASII KIRCHERI E SOCIETATE 1ESV
QEDIPVS AGYPTIACVS
AD FERDINANDVM Il CESAREM SEMPER AVGVSTVM

Figure Intro.10. Kircher's image of himself as Roman Oedipus. Source: Athanasius Kircher,
Oedipus Aegyptiacus (Rome, 1652—55), vol. 1. Courtesy of Special Collections, Stanford University
Libraries.

now sought to bring together all the different strands of his reading, observ-
ing, and translating to create a complete portrait of the legacy of Egypt for his
own times.

Kircher’s Egypt was a veritable hieroglyph of the world, an ancient civiliza-
tion of knowledge that contained true wisdom, prisca sapientia, even as it suc-
cumbed to the temptations of idolatry. It was the beginning of the forked path
of truth and error, containing both the most sublime secrets that God had left
humankind and evidence of the deep roots of human folly and arrogance in
the face of the divine. Most importantly, however, the Oedipus provided a his-
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torical point of departure for understanding the history of civilizations and
faiths. Jewish Kabbalah, Persian magic, Islamic alchemy, Chaldean astrology,
Zoroastrian mysteries, and many other ancient sciences all crowded the pages
of this dense encyclopedia. But antiquity was not Kircher’s only point of refer-
ence, nor did he confine his remarks to the territory of ancient Egypt. The
Oedipus traced the fate of hieroglyphic wisdom in virtually every known soci-
ety. In an age in which reports of Aztecs temples, Mayan calendars, Brazilian
cannibals, Chinese mandarins, and Japanese Buddhists inspired European cu-
riosity about other cultures, Kircher helped his readers to see the commonali-
ties within the overwhelming diversity of languages, faiths, and cultures. He
underscored the universality of Christianity, not only by upholding the argu-
ment—already discredited by Isaac Casaubon at the beginning of the cen-
tury—that the Hermetic Corpus anticipated the truths of Christianity, but by
finding analogous evidence of Christianity in far-flung parts of the world.*

Egypt spawned a thousand idolatries, but it was also the home of the Trin-
ity. The history of knowledge, in short, was a meditation on everything that
was possible, everything that had once been known but was now virtually un-
knowable. Discerning readers found Kircher’s account of Egypt filled with
praise of civilizations he should have abhorred as an ordained Catholic priest.
The Jesuit censors did their best to tone down Kircher’s enthusiastic descrip-
tions of magical, kabbalistic, and religious practices that were not properly
Catholic and chastised him repeatedly for not taking a sufficiently critical view
of his pagan sources.!? But they never entirely succeeded in convincing
Kircher’s readers that he really meant to condemn the pagan mysteries that he
deciphered. In book 3 of the Oedipus, for example, Kircher explicated in great
detail the message of the mysterious Bembine Table, which he took to be a
cosmological affirmation of Isis as the universal goddess of wisdom.!°! This
bronze tablet, now acknowledged as a Renaissance forgery, was precisely the
artifact Peiresc had told him not to explain.

Kircher subsequently published two more books contributing to his study of
Egyptian artifacts in Europe: the Ad Alexandrum Obelisci Aegyptiaci interpretatio
hieroglyphica (Hieroglyphic Interpretation of the Egyptian Obelisk for Alexander
VII), of 1666, which described and interpreted the obelisk erected atop Bernini’s
elephant in front of Santa Maria sopra Minerva for Alexander VII in June 1667;
and the Sphinx mystagoga (Mystagogical Sphinx) of 1676, which interpreted two
mummies transported from Memphis to France by a collector. These later works
provided further opportunities for him to reaffirm his skill at decoding the hi-
eroglyphs, demonstrating his skills at the kind of symbolic analysis that was in-
creasingly challenged by other scholars.’92 Despite Peiresc’s warning about the
limits of Kircher’s philology, a succession of popes and scholars placed their con-
fidence in his ability to unlock the mysteries of Egypt. Kircher was so pleased
with his success in 1655 that he had the Dutch engraver Cornelis Bloemart create
a printed portrait he could circulate to admiring patrons and disciples.!0
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Kircher’s disciple Schott later reported that his master was so exhausted
from the Herculean effort of completing the Oedipus Aegyptiacus while also
working on the still unpublished Mundus subterraneus that he fell into a deep
sleep that produced his Itinerarium exstaticum (Ecstatic Journey) of 1656.104
Whether probing the heavens was a natural antidote to the rigors of symbolic
interpretation, it seems in retrospect to have been part of the frenzy of activity
that possessed Kircher in his fifties. By this time, he had begun to attract a se-
ries of capable assistants to aid him in the task of producing knowledge and
populating the Roman College museum with new machines. Schott, for exam-
ple, seems to have been specifically invited to Rome in the summer of 1652 to
improve the quality of Kircher’s publications after he caught several errors—
and a potentially embarrassing bit of plagiarism—in some of Kircher’s early
publications.!%> As Schott left for a position at the Jesuit college in Wiirzburg
in 1655, the duration of his stay in Rome coincided exactly with the period in
which the Oedipus, Itinerarium, and Mundus were all in various stages of com-
pletion and a third edition of the Magnes was in preparation. Someone in
Rome was worried that Kircher’s reach in this crucial moment might exceed
his grasp. Ultimately Schott devoted the remainder of his career to editing and
defending Kircher’s works.

The fall of 1655 was one of the busiest and most crucial moments in
Kircher’s life. His Oedipus was finally published, and the manuscript of his
Itinerarium exstaticum was in the hands of the Jesuit censors. While some cen-
sors expressed serious doubts about the orthodoxy of Kircher’s astronomical
reverie, his “remarkable dream” nonetheless appeared in print despite mur-
muring that he had not sufficiently condemned heliocentrism and propagated
a cosmology that was “dangerous to faith.”19¢ The fact that the Itinerarium was
dedicated to the most famous convert to Catholicism, Queen Christina of
Sweden, who had recently abdicated her throne and was en route to Rome, was
not unimportant. Christina became Kircher’s Isis in the Egyptian pageantry of
baroque Rome. She entered the city with great fanfare in December 1655.
Kircher had been preparing for her arrival since October, creating new ma-
chines with the help of Schott, completing the dedication to his book, and
finding appropriate gifts to offer a queen during her visit to his museum on 31
January 1656. Quite appropriately, Kircher offered Christina an Arabic manu-
script and a commemorative obelisk celebrating her visit in thirty-three lan-
guages.19” More than twenty years after his arrival in Rome, Kircher was still
the bearer of mysterious manuscripts, but he had also become their official
translator.108

By the end of the year, Kircher found himself in a plague-infested city, scru-
tinizing the causes of pestilence beneath the microscope and considering how
understanding contagion might further his comprehension of the natural
world.!% Briefly a plague expert, Kircher nonetheless did not aspire to becom-
ing a medical researcher. As the 1650s drew to a close, he immersed himself in
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a world of natural and experimental curiosities. He allowed his recently de-
parted colleague Schott to publicize the machines they had made together.
From Wiirzburg, Schott embarked on an ambitious program to advertise the
machines of the Roman College—and more generally, the instruments of the
Society of Jesus—and the experiments performed with them.!'? By this point
in time, Kircher had begun to routinely delegate the construction and descrip-
tion of his fabled machines to younger Jesuits.

In the throes of completing the long-awaited Mundus subterraneus, Kircher
continued to find new forms of diversion for his capacious intellect. He began
to research the history, nature, and antiquities of the Roman countryside—a
project that would eventually culminate in his Latium (1671). During an expe-
dition from Tivoli in 1661, he discovered the ruins of a mountaintop church
containing a wooden Marian shrine, located on the very spot where Saint Eu-
stace had been converted to Christianity by a vision of Christ in a stag’s antlers.
Kircher ultimately restored the shrine of Mentorella and made it into a place of
pilgrimage, receiving visitors there every Michaelmas (29 September).!!! Per-
haps this spiritual projection of restoration offered Kircher not only a respite
from his busy routine at the Roman College, where growing numbers of visi-
tors appeared expecting to meet with Father Athanasius and see a few of his fa-
mous demonstrations, but also some consolation, as a few of his publication
projects floundered.

In the spring and fall of 1660, Kircher sent three works to the Jesuit censors:
the Ars magna sciendi (Great Art of Knowing), Iter Hetruscum (Etruscan Jour-
ney), and Diatribe de prodigiosis crucibus (Investigation of Prodigious Crosses).
The final work, a short treatise on crosses that had appeared naturally from
the volcanic ash showering Naples after the eruption of Vesuvius, appeared
quickly in 1661. But the other two publications languished due to the critical
reports he received from his fellow Jesuits.!!2 The problem in both instances
was quality. In an age in which dozens of philosophers, among them Bacon
and Descartes, had put forth bold new methodologies for attaining knowl-
edge, Kircher’s “great art” seems to have only inspired a reader such as Knittel.
An anonymous English reviewer shared this view when he wrote in 1669 that
Kircher “pretends by a new and Universal Method . . . to enable men to dis-
course and dispute, innumerable ways, of every thing proposed, and to acquire
a summary and general knowledge of all things.” He concluded tartly: “Of
what Use this Doctrine may be for the attainment of knowledge with more
ease or advantage, the sagacious Reader may Judge.”!!? Similarly, the idea of a
German who had barely seen Tuscany writing the definitive work on its history
and nature outraged some of the Tuscan Jesuits, who found the work riddled
with errors. Increasingly Kircher was told by the learned members of his order
that they, like many of his readers, expected better—rather than faster—results
from one of the great minds of the century. They allowed the Diatribe to be
published, but nonetheless let Kircher know that they did not think much of it.
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Despite these publishing problems, in 1661 Kircher was one of the most
sought after authors in Europe. Printers fought over the right to publish him.
The winner in this contest was Jansson of Amsterdam, who received the exclu-
sive rights to publish Kircher’s work in the Holy Roman Empire, England, and
the Low Countries in the winter of that year, in return for paying Kircher the
princely sum of 2,200 scudi.''* Encyclopedism was indeed a lucrative busi-
ness—a further reminder that Kircher was giving his public exactly what they
wanted, even if the Jesuits themselves harbored some doubts. Beginning with
the Mundus subterraneaus in 1665, virtually all of Kircher’s subsequent works
were published in Amsterdam. Jansson ensured a wider distribution of his
books in Protestant Europe, improved the quality of the illustrations, and fa-
cilitated the translation of two of Kircher’s most popular works—the Mundus
and China monumentis illustrata (China Illustrated through Its Monuments) of
1667—into Dutch and, in the latter case, French.!!> Jansson’s broad distribu-
tion network made it possible for members of the Royal Society to find copies
of Kircher’s encyclopedias in London by the mid-1660s. Samuel Pepys and
Henry Oldenburg bought new copies in the bookstalls of London, while the
Royal Society curator of experiments, Robert Hooke, contented himself with
either buying used editions of Kircher at half-price or purchasing loose copies,
which he had his niece Grace bind in their rooms at Gresham College.!1¢ It is
no wonder that Kircher thanked Jansson personally, of all his publishers, when
he sat down to write his autobiography.!!7 Starting in the 1660s, he became an
author created by Rome, funded by Vienna, and produced in Amsterdam.!18

Although Kircher was unable to publish his Ars magna sciendi until 1669,
he found an immediate and enthusiastic audience for a related work, the Poly-
graphia nova et universalis (New and Universal Polygraphy) of 1663. Copies
were distributed widely among European rulers in order to persuade them
that Kircher had solved the ultimate diplomatic problem of the post-West-
phalian age: how to communicate with one’s neighbors without becoming a
polyglot. Solving the problem of Babel was both a spiritual and political en-
deavor. Language could be placed in a box—yvet another Kircherian ark whose
levers, when properly manipulated, could translate phrases from one language
to another or, better yet, create a simple cipher, a baroque Esperanto for all im-
portant conversations. Kircher invited his readers to practice mechanical
translation with phrases designed to encourage them to have the kinds of con-
versations he thought really mattered, as exhibited in the following phrase:
“Know that I am very ill content with you because you woulde not sende me
your booke.”!" For more delicate communication about secrets of state,
Kircher offered a solution to the problem of an insecure courier service in the
form of a combinatorial form of secret writing (steganographia) designed to
keep messages hidden from all but the intended recipient. Several disciples
were so enthralled by Kircher’s steganography that they wrote to him in
code.120
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With the appearance of Kircher’s Mundus in 1665, natural philosophers
throughout Europe once again had an opportunity to examine the quality of
his evidence and conclusions. Writing to Benedict de Spinoza that year, Henry
Oldenburg suggested that it was the former that made the book worth reading:

I have turned over part of Kircher’s Subterranean World, and all his arguments
and theories are no credit to his wit, yet the observations and experiments there
presented to us speak well for the author’s diligence and for his wish to stand
high in the opinion of philosophers.

One month later, Oldenburg expressed a far more critical view to Robert
Boyle. After attempting to replicate some of Kircher’s experimental conclu-
sions, he reported that the “very first Experiment singled out by us out of
Kircher” had failed, “and yt ’tis likely the next will doe so too.” Perhaps Old-
enburg recalled the sharp pronouncement of Christopher Wren, who con-
sidered Kircher and Schott experimental “jugglers” who were not serious
about knowledge.!2! The Jesuits felt otherwise, but it was perhaps an indica-
tion of the Royal Society’s anxiety that their own experiments not be taken
lightly that they sought to distance themselves quite sharply from Kircher’s
methodology.

The Mundus subterraneus was a work designed to rival the Oedipus in its
claims for universal erudition. It unlocked nature’s hieroglyph by explaining
the system of the earth that produced a wide variety of compelling natural
phenomena, from erupting volcanoes to the most puzzling fossils. It attacked
traditional alchemy while offering up a newly pious version of the transmuta-
tion of substance. Most importantly, it described nature in the broadest geo-
graphic sense, building on the kind of data that had made the Magnes an
equally impressive example of Jesuit empiricism at work. Kircher thanked the
Society of Jesus for allowing him to write a truly global natural history by en-
couraging its missionaries to send him a steady stream of reports and arti-
facts.’22 The Mundus was not a work written to meet the Royal Society’s
criteria of an experimental report of natural phenomena. Kircher’s experi-
ments were like his machines: demonstrations of principles that he already
knew and wished to reveal to his audience. But it was a rich source of informa-
tion for many seventeenth-century readers who, like Cotton Mather, used its
illustrations to imagine the geocosm and mined its data in support of their
own research.

During the 1660s, Kircher reached the apex of his career. A visible and con-
troversial figure in the Society of Jesus, he enjoyed the patronage of popes and
emperors and a continuous correspondence with scholars and missionaries
throughout the world. While he had been celebrated as a specifically Roman
phenomenon in the 1650s, in the next decade he became a truly global author,
an expert on Asia as well as Egypt with disciples throughout the world.!2
Kircher single-handedly was able to muster more information and produce
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more books than the entire membership of the early Royal Society, or really
any learned academy of this period. Understanding the value of these new sci-
entific institutions, Kircher attempted to correspond with them, offering the
resources of his religious order in return for access to their information and
possibly honorary membership.'2¢ The Royal Society’s fear of papists led them
to refuse any formal correspondence with the Jesuits, though they published a
great deal of Jesuit material in the Philosophical Transactions. And as we know,
they read Kircher, whose ecstatic authorship exhibited precisely the sort of un-
bridled enthusiasm, demonstrable religious conviction, and subjectivity of
knowledge that the new philosophy in theory if not always in practice sought
to suppress.

5. Father Athanasius Kircher’s Dream

It was around this time that Father Athanasius told his disciple Schott about a
strange dream he had had, which Schott published in 1667 as “The Dream of
Father Athanasius Kircher.” Deathly ill, to the point that even his physicians
despaired of his recovery, Kircher asked if he might self-medicate. He received
permission to enter the Roman College pharmacy, where he took a soporific
potion of his own devising that induced “a deep and most delightful dream
that lasted the entire night.” What did a sick, sweaty, half-delirious Kircher fan-
tasize about at the end of the 1660s? Schott, of course, was happy to supply the
answer: “He dreamed that he had been elected Supreme Pontiff.” Kircher’s
dream was a fantasy of a society in his own image, a universal celebration of
knowledge and faith in the heart of the Eternal City. Princely embassies trav-
eled to Rome to congratulate him, and all the peoples of the world rejoiced.
Many nations and peoples erected churches and Jesuit colleges in Rome and
“many other things for the propagation of the Catholic faith.”'2> When Kircher
awoke, he was entirely cured, much to the amazement of his physician.

Dreaming of becoming pope was not exactly a subject designed to induce a
peaceful, thaumaturgic slumber for a priest whose life hung in the balance. But
Kircher was no ordinary man. He did, in his own way, aspire to rule the globe;
after all his years in Rome, advising popes and cardinals about obelisks and se-
crets, he had more than his share of ideas about the nature of good spiritual
leadership. Having lived to an age when cardinals typically became eligible for
the papal tiara, Kircher’s fantasy in his sixties serves to remind us that his am-
bitions transcended his specific intellectual interests. He had a vision of how
knowledge might transform the world.

At the heart of Kircher’s quest for omniscience lay a strong conviction that
the world would be a better place if knowledge perpetuated the true faith. Un-
able to become a missionary, he celebrated apostolic endeavors in virtually
every publication. He strove to unlock the mysteries of the past in the belief
that they might help his own world to understand why Christianity was no
longer united. Kircher’s Catholicism was quite heartfelt, and his belief in the
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possibility of miracles was sincere. Let us pause for a moment to imagine
Kircher’s papacy. What would it have been like? A pansophic utopia perhaps,
in which perfectly polyglot citizens trained in the Jesuit colleges explored the
possibilities of knowledge through a series of machines. A world in which
every piazza had an obelisk and every library contained Kircher’s books. Most
importantly, a world that was no longer divided by faith but united through it.
This was a dream of many theologians and philosophers of the early modern
period, and it was an idea that died slowly and reluctantly. Perhaps the last
image of Kircher’s papacy—the holy reign of Oedipus or perhaps Eustachius
I—should be an image of Kircher in his tiara and papal robes, opening a copy
of the Polypaedia Biblica that he promised his readers in 1646 but was unable
to complete, speaking of God to all the nations of the world in all the tongues
unleashed by Babel.

Sometimes dreams are better than realities. In the 1670s, Kircher found
himself increasingly under attack. He had made so many pronouncements on
such a variety of subjects that readers began to respond. Skeptical Protestants
denied the Jesuit discovery of a Sino-Syrian monument in China in 1625, lead-
ing Kircher in his China momentis illustrata to attempt to prove the existence
of an artifact he had never seen. Salomon de Blauenstein insisted that Kircher’s
attack on alchemy in the Mundus was a vicious piece of propaganda against
Paracelsian doctrines.!26 After reading the China illustrata, the Tuscan natural-
ist Francesco Redi felt compelled to publish a letter to Kircher explaining the
deficiencies of his claims for the miraculous curative qualities of the snake-
stone, a missionary artifact that allegedly sucked poison from a wound by
sticking to the surface of the skin and sympathetically extracting venom.
Kircher responded by having his disciple Gioseffo Petrucci publish the Pro-
dromo apologetico alli studi Chircheriani (Apologetic Forerunner to Kircherian
Studies) of 1677127 (Figure Intro.11). Attacking the “envious and strident igno-
rance of his unjust accusers,” Petrucci painted a portrait of Kircher as he
wanted to be remembered: a judicious experimenter who carefully weighed all
the evidence before coming to any conclusions. Emphasizing Kircher’s skepti-
cism about natural phenomena, Petrucci countered the image of his master as
a gullible consumer of tall tales about strange things by presenting him as
the logical heir of Galileo. Citing Kircher’s unparalleled knowledge of non-
European nature, he quoted Augustine as a cautionary tale for disbelieving
readers: “Some credible things are false, just as some incredible things are
true.”128 Petrucci invited readers to examine Kircher’s own words in order to
see the distortion that occurred in the characterization of his master in the
words of critics. He promised to remove anything from his Prodromo apolo-
getico that readers found to be false.

Three years later, when Johann Kestler published his Physiologia Kircheri-
ana experimentalis, the apologies for Kircher’s erudition seemed only to multi-
ply. Noting that ordinary readers had difficulty understanding the “divine
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Figure Intro.11. Allegory of Kircher's omniscience at the end of his life. Source: Gioseffo Petrucci,
Pradromo apologetico alli studi Chircheriani (Amsterdam, 1677). Courtesy of Special Collections,
Stanford University Libraries.

genius” of Kircher, Kestler sought to clarify any inadvertent obscurities that
had cropped up in previous publications. He defended Kircher against all crit-
ics who sought to tarnish his glory, enumerating the attacks on his master’s
most distinguished publications. Among them was the Oedipus Aegyptiacus.
Some critics, Kestler wrote with amazement, believed that Kircher’s explana-
tion of the hieroglyphs was simply “a figment of his own mind.”12

Kircher’s dream of knowledge was indeed transitory. Had he not been so as-
siduous in leaving it behind in his many books, I might be accused of making
him up.’3 Or quite possibly I have simply borrowed him from the pages of
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modern fiction, examining the philosophical novels of the twentieth century—
Borges, Calvino, and Eco in particular—to enrich the past with the fantasies of
the present. “I'm not a bibliophile,” declares one conspirator in Umberto Eco’s
Foucault’s Pendulum, “but this was just something I had to have. It’s the Mundus
subterraneus of Athanasius Kircher, first edition, 1665.”13! Possessing Kircher
has indeed become a modern bibliophile’s fantasy, and he is as enigmatic, poly-
morphous, and seductive as the hieroglyphs he tried to interpret.

The last few years have seen an enormous resurgence of interest in Father
Athanasius.!32 His machines are being replicated, his museum has been recon-
structed, and scholarly interest in his work is at an all-time high.!3? This vol-
ume is the product of a new reassessment of Kircher that is now under way, as
he ceases to be, in the words of a group who named their awards in cinematog-
raphy after him, “an incredibly obscure historical figure” and is well on his way
to becoming one of the important subjects through which we can understand
the complexity of his world.’3* In his own time, Kircher was a barometer of
virtually every intellectual transformation of the seventeenth century. He trans-
lated, collected, invented, experimented, and published. He shamelessly self-
promoted, earning periodic warnings from his Jesuit superiors that he was
violating one of the key principles of his faith—humility—in being so openly
proud of his intellect. Very little of interest escaped Kircher’s attention. As a re-
sult, he provides us with a fundamental perspective on what knowledge was in
his time, how it could be known, and how it should be communicated.

It can rightly be said of Kircher that he was much more than the sum of his
parts, and far more interesting because of it. “Thus, entirely unexpected, Father
Kircher is here again,” wrote Goethe at the dawn of the nineteenth century.!?>
Kircher continues to surprise us throughout the centuries with the things he
knew as much as with the things he obviously did not know. His intellectual cre-
ativity and fierce devotion to his life’s work deserve our respect and perhaps
even our admiration. His sense of the world, as it was at the height of the seven-
teenth century—an age of global missions and empires with sharp political,
religious, and geographic divisions muted by acts of diplomacy, an age of em-
piricism put to the test by competing methodologies of knowledge, and an era
in which a profusion of operas, concerts, and plays, of baroque churches and
dramatically rendered piazzas, transformed theatricality from a philosophical
ideal into a multidimensional sensory experience—was uncanny. To under-
stand only Kircher’s failures is to miss his successes. To study Kircher only as a
singular personality or to consider a single work by him without understanding
its relationship to the whole is to remove him, quite artificially, from the world
that brought him into existence. By examining Kircher’s activities in full, we can
begin to see his version of the seventeenth century in clearer perspective: a
global republic of letters enamored with a new vision of the past and the
promise of a new science, a society shaped by the Jesuits and their missions, and
a world that transformed Rome into one of the great capital cities of all time.!36
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Athanasius Kircher was neither the first nor the last man who claimed to
know everything.!3” Every generation has its Kircher. But it is not always clear
who such people are or what role they fulfill in contemporary society. To claim
that we have lost this idea is to misunderstand the dream of omniscience and
its persistence in a modern guise. Of course it is hard to imagine omniscience
gaining the sort of institutional validation and widespread approbation that
Kircher enjoyed in his lifetime. Studying Kircher allows us to examine the
practical and political as well as the philosophical and spiritual dimensions of
such a project. It pushes us to the brink of an abyss and fills our heads—at least
temporarily—with some modicum of the wisdom that Kircher tried to convey
in his books and exhibits. It reminds us that authors who become machines
eventually break down, just as Kircher’s own inventions did at the Roman Col-
lege when he was no longer there to tend them.

Of course it is tempting to conclude by noting that Kircher is a reminder of
why Descartes chose to forget everything he knew in order to understand
something. If Kircher could not read many of the ancient texts that were his
most precious sources, so we, too, cannot really read Kircher. But Kircher and
his publishers understood that there were many different possible ways of
absorbing the message of his books. We can look at them, as a young Otto
Bettman did, growing up in the midst of his father’s collection of Kircher’s
works in a town in Weimar Germany not far from Kircher’s birthplace. Bettman,
who fled Nazi Germany for the United States in 1935 with two trunks full of
images, among them some of Kircher’s famous engravings, would later say
that looking at Kircher’s images inspired his early interest in collecting prints
and photos—the nascence of the Bettmann Archive, one of the greatest visual
repositories of the twentieth century.!3

Kircher has played a significant role in spurring the imagination, both in
his own lifetime and ever since. In the middle of the nineteenth century, Edgar
Allen Poe wrote a short piece entitled “A Descent into the Maelstrom,” which
was inspired by his reading of a passage in the Mundus. While he found
Kircher’s views “idle,” he nonetheless confessed that when he saw the swirling
vortex off the coast of Norway known as the maelstrom, Kircher’s explanation
“was the one to which, as I gazed, my imagination most readily assented.”3* By
the late twentieth century, Kircher came to embody a kind of quirky moder-
nity for a novelist such as Italo Calvino, who fantasized about a man recon-
structing Kircher’s captoptric theater of the Ars magna lucis et umbrae in his
home in order to conceal himself—and ultimately being unable to discern his
reality amidst the profusion of simulacra.'* And there is surely much more to
say about Umberto Eco’s recurrent use of the ghost of Kircher in his novels.
Think of Father Caspar Wanderdrossel in Island of the Day Before, a demented,
polyglottish polymath who transformed a ship going nowhere into a floating
cabinet of curiosities.
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The essays that follow chart some of the possible directions for studying
Kircher and his world. I have chosen not to summarize the essays in this intro-
duction but rather to introduce Kircher himself by examining how his reputation
developed and changed across a century. Studying Kircher is a collective project.
Even a volume such as this one cannot do justice to the many important and in-
teresting subjects that an examination of Kircher raises. This project is at once bi-
ographic and episodic, and it is the product of a collective conversation of a
group of scholars who have all taken an interest in Father Athanasius for dis-
tinctly different reasons. It seeks to recover Kircher the man and the intellect, but
also Kircher’s society in the broadest possible sense—his sources of inspiration
and information, his friendships, and those whom he inspired to kircherize.
Kircherizing probably should become a word of ordinary usage in the twenty-first
century, just as kircherian was in his own lifetime. It describes a way of thinking
and being that competed with all the other epistemologies in play in the seven-
teenth century: Aristotelian, Platonic, Hermetic, Lullian, Baconian, Galilean,
Cartesian, Newtonian, and so forth. This, after all, was the empire of knowledge
of which Father Athanasius dreamed. During his imaginary papacy, the entire
world conversed peacefully and harmoniously because they kircherized.

Notes

Thanks to Michael John Gorman, Anthony Grafton, Tamara Griggs, Antonella Romano, Ingrid
Rowland, and Daniel Stolzenberg for suggestions and additional bibliography.

1. Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana (hereafter Laur.), Florence, Redi. 219, fol. 204r (Father
Antonio Baldigiani to Francesco Redi, Rome, n.d.). Baldigiani was professor of mathe-
matics at the Collegio Romano until 1707.

2. There is some debate as to whether Kircher was born on 2 May 1602, as his autobiography
records (Kircher 1684b, p. 1), or born in 1601. By contrast, in November 1678 he described
himself as seventy-seven in a letter to Hieronymus Langenmantel. Langenmantel 1684,
p- 85. The British Library possesses a rare copy of his Vita admodum Reverendi P. Athanasii
Kircheri, Societ[atis] Jesu (shelfmark 701.b.55).

3. Kircher’s final days are well summarized in Reilly 1974, pp. 179-182. The quote is from
Langenmantel 1684, p. 86. See Noel Malcolm’s essay for further discussion of Kircher’s
place in the republic of letters.

4. The story of Kircher’s special relationship to the sanctuary in Mentorella is recounted in
Cascioli 1915-16.

5. Giornale de’ Letterati VII (Rome, 1676), in Gardair 1984, p. 272n28.

6. Compare the list in Kircher 1646, n.p. (can be paginated as p. 936: “Ad Lectorem”) with
Kircher 1665c, vol. 1, p. 346, Kircher 1675, n.p. (“Elenchus librorum a P. Athanasio Kirchero
¢ Societate Jesu, editorum”), and Sepibus 1678, pp. 61-66.

7. Sepibus 1678, p. 64. Kircher’s publication history is recounted more fully in Fletcher 1968
and Hein 1993.

8.  Kircher 1678; Sepibus 1678. For more on the museum, see Findlen 1994, 1995, 2001a, and
2001b.

9. Kircher 1679a and 1679b (quotes from sig. A4r, sig. A7v). It is much more likely that
Kircher’s infirmities were the real reason he turned it over to Benedetti. On this work, see
Corradino 1996.

10.  Kestler 1680 (quote is from title page).

11.  Anon., “An Experiment of a way of preparing a Liquor . . .,” Philosophical Transactions of
the Royal Society of London 1 (1665—66): 125.

12.  SeeJorge Luis Borges’s foreword to The Garden of Forking Paths (1941) in Borges 1998, p. 67.
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Laur., Redi 219, fol. 141r (Baldigiani to Francesco Redi, Rome, 16 December 1674). The
subsequent discussion of Arca Noé appears in Laur., Redi 219, fol. 179r (n.d.). For a discus-
sion of Kircher’s publishing, see Fletcher 1968; Nummedal and Findlen 2000.

Fabretti 1741, vol. 3; cf. Kircher 1671b. See Griggs 2000 and 2002.

Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, On Universal Synthesis and Analysis, or the Art of Discovery and
Judgment (ca. 1679), in Leibniz 1969, p. 230. See his correspondence with Kircher in Fried-
lander 1937.

Robinet 1988, p. 90.

Leibniz, Discourse on the Natural Theology of the Chinese (1716), in Leibniz 1994, p. 134.
Laur., Redi 219, fol. 141r (Baldigiani to Francesco Redi, Rome, 16 December 1674).

Knittel 1682, pp. 18-19. See his “Tabula Combinatoria aut potius Permutatoria” between
these two pages, in which Knittel noted four errors of calculation in Kircher’s table that had
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attempting to correct and improve upon it in order to uphold his master’s reputation.
Mencke 1937, pp. 85-86.

Grafton 1997b, pp. 182-189.

Griggs 2000, esp. p. 45.

Huygens, Cosmotheoros (1698), in Huygens 1888—, vol. 21, pp. 770-771. Readers may recall
that the Danish astronomer Tycho Brahe constructed a geoheliocentric cosmos that com-
bined the structure of Ptolemaic astronomy with new data from post—Copernican astron-
omy, creating a cosmos with two centers—the earth and the sun—around which different
planets orbited.

For further discussion of this work, see Camenietzki 1995a and the contributions of Carlos
Ziller Camenietzki and Ingrid Rowland to this volume.

Mr. Walker, “Some Experiments and Observations concerning Sounds,” Philosophical
Transactions of the Royal Society of London 20 (1698): 436.

Mather 1994, p. 35.

Ibid., pp. 106-107, 124-125, 169, 186, 265-266, 268. This kind of question suggests that
Mather read Kircher as the culmination of a long tradition of encyclopedias discussing
wonders, prodigies, and problemata; see Daston and Park 1998.

Reilly 1958.

Findlen 2000.

These misspellings reflect the variety of ways in which scholars in France and Italy wrote his
name in the mid-1630s. Balthazar Kitzner was a philosophy professor at Wiirzburg, further
compounding the confusion about which German scholar had emigrated to Avignon and
subsequently Rome.

The majority of information in this section is from Kircher 1684b (quote p. 35). See
Fletcher 1970, pp. 53—54; Hankins and Silverman 1995, p. 14, for his sundials.

Marrone 2002, p. 39.

Gorman and Wilding 2000 offer a complete bibliography of Schott’s works.

John Fletcher, “Kircher and Astronomy: A Postscript,” in Casciato et al. 1986, p. 130. The
original manuscript of Kircher’s Institutiones mathematicae is housed in the Badische Lan-
desbibliothek, Karlsruhe, Cod. St. Blasien 67. Kircher’s magnetic theories have been well
studied in Baldwin 1987.

Kircher 1635.

On the former, see Hankins and Silverman 1995, pp. 14-36; on the latter, see Peter Miller’s
chapter in this volume.

See Aufrére 1990 and Miller 2000 for more on Peiresc’s world; and Fletcher 1972 on
Kircher’s relations with his French correspondents.

Peiresc 1992, p. 38n35 (Peiresc to Samuel Petit, 14 December 1632); Peiresc 1888-94, vol. 4,
p- 295 (Peiresc to Pierre Gassendi, 2 March 1633).

Peiresc 1888-94, vol. 2, p. 528 (Peiresc to Monsieur Du Puy, 21 May 1633) and p. 534 (idem,
30 May 1633); see Hankins and Silverman 1995 for a fuller discussion. On the importance
of secrets in early modern science, see Eamon 1995.

Kircher 1641, p. 737.

On the episode in Marseille, see Kircher 1641, p. 737. For attempts to bring Kircher to Aix,
see Romano 1997, p. 13; Romano 1999, pp. 387-388; and her epilogue to this volume.
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Peiresc 1992, pp. il-1 and 37-38 (Peiresc to Claude Saumaise, 14 November 1633). In fact,
Kircher had shown Peiresc exactly one page on 3 September but nothing more, as Peter
Miller and Daniel Stolzenberg have discussed in their more extensive study of this episode.
Mersenne 193288, vol. 3, p. 459 (Descartes to Mersenne, 22 July 1633) and p. 504 (Peiresc
to Mersenne, 13 October 1633). See also Hankins and Silverman 1995, p. 16.

Gassendi 1992, p. 218; Peiresc 1989, p. 112 (Peiresc to Cassiano dal Pozzo, 10 September
1633). On Cassiano dal Pozzo, see especially Freedberg 2002.

The broader institutional culture of Jesuit science is well discussed in Baldini 1992 and
2000; Feldhay 1987, 1995, and 1999; Harris 1989 and 1996; Romano 1999; and Feingold
2002. The best starting point for understanding the Society of Jesus in general is O’Malley
1993; and Giard 1995.

Peiresc 1992, p. 63 (Peiresc to Saumaise, 4 April 1634).

Peiresc 1989, p. 140 (Peiresc to dal Pozzo, 29 June 1634). In this, he succeeded, since
Kircher’s Magnes, sive de arte magnetica did not appear until 1641.

Peiresc 1983, p. 91 (Peiresc to Gabriel Naudé, 5 June 1636). On the culture of forgery, see
Grafton 1990.

Kircher 1636, sig. ++2v. I have used the translation in Rowland 2000, p. 88.

See Cipriani 1995; and Marrone 2002, pp. 40-45.

Peiresc 1992, p. 330 (Pieresc to Saumaise, 29 November 1636). This letter also discussed the
rumor of Kircher’s mission to the Levant (p. 331).

Peiresc 1989, p. 134 (Peiresc to dal Pozzo, 4 May 1634).

Peiresc 1888-98, vol. 5, p. 458 (Peiresc to Lucas Holstenius, 2 October 1636).

Peiresc 1989, p. 161 (Peiresc to dal Pozzo, 29 December 1634).

Redondi 1985; Biagioli 1993.

Galilei 1968, vol. 16, p. 64 (Giovanni Giacomo Bouchard to Galileo, 18 March 1634); vol.
17, p. 50 (Raffaello Magiotti, 21 March 1637).

Ibid., vol. 16, p. 65 (Bouchard to Galileo 18 March 1634). The Roman context of Kircher’s work
is discussed in Eugenio Lo Sardo’s and Antonella Romano’s contributions to this volume.

On Roman science in this period, see Romano 2002 and the special issue of Roma moderna
e contemporanea 7 (1999): 347-598 edited by Antonella Romano on “Roma e la scienza
(secoli XVI-XX).”

Archivio della Pontificia Universita Gregoriana, Rome (hereafter APUG), Kircher, MS. 561,
fol. 18r.

Galilei 1968, vol. 17, p. 18 (Magiotti to Galileo, 16 May 1637).

Kircher 1638. This work is more easily accessible in Schott 1664, pp. 427-477. It is tempt-
ing to think of this instrument as an ingenious combination of a Rubik’s cube and a kind
of late Renaissance PalmPilot, since it provided its users with absolutely every piece of cru-
cial information they needed in the form of a physical puzzle that worked when each of
the five cubes below the pyramid were manipulated. Kircher claimed that it had 125 differ-
ent uses.

These projects have been studied in Findlen 1994; Nummedal 2001; Okrusch and Kelber
2002; and in Stephen Jay Gould’s contribution to this volume. The publication date of the
Mundus has typically been reported as 1664, but closer examination reveals that it did not
appear until 1665.

Baldwin 1987 and 2001a.

Peiresc 1888-98, vol. 4, p. 354 (Peiresc to Gassendi, 6 September 1633). The original phrase
is par force et par obediance. It was Scheiner who informed Kircher of the outcome of the
trial; Mersenne 1932-88, vol. 3, p. 452 (Scheiner to Kircher, 16 July 1633). See Camenietzki
1995a and Ingrid Rowland’s contribution to this volume for further discussion of the un-
orthodox aspects of Kircher’s cosmology.

Mersenne 1932-88, vol. 6, p. 30 (Giovan Battista Doni to Mersenne, 27 February 1636).
Kircher 1641, pp. 115,439-441, 444, 453455, 457, 469, 481-483. Mersenne 1932-88, vol. 9,
pp. 31-38 (Mersenne to Kircher, 20 January 1640), and p. 107 (Mersenne to Theédore
Haack, 12 February 1640). Michael John Gorman’s contribution to this volume discusses
the nature of Kircher’s information network in greater detail.

See John Pell’s assessment of how Kircher used data he and Mersenne provided in
Mersenne 1932-88, vol. 11, p. 244 (Pell to 2, 17/27 August 1642).

Galilei 1968, vol. 18, p. 332 (Torricelli to Galileo, 1 June 1641) and p. 372 (Micanzio to
Galileo, 14 December 1641).
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Mersenne 193288, vol. 12, p. 10 (Huygens to Descartes, 7 January 1643) and p. 29
(Descartes to Huygens, 14 January 1643). The second letter is translated in full in Hankins
and Silverman 1995, p. 19 (my own translation modifies this slightly).

Ibid., vol. 13, p. 228 (Cavendish to Pell, September/early October 1644).

Kircher 1643b, in Scharlau 1969, p. 6.

See Baldini 1985 for the general system of censorship; Harald Siebert’s essay in this vol-
ume discusses Kircher’s relationship to the system of Jesuit censorship, as does Stolzen-
berg 2004.

Merseene 1932-88, vol. 13, p. 320 (Mersenne to Boulliaud, 16 January 1645).

The definitive study of this larger subject is Daston and Park 1998.

Evelyn 1955, vol. 1, pp. 105-106, 124.

Kircher 1673, p. 112. For more on Kircher’s famous speaking devices, see Reilly 1974, p. 141;
and Godwin 1979, pp. 70-71.

Kircher 1646, p. 936 (unpaginated but after p. 935). For Kircher’s work as a cartographer,
see Kircher 1684Db, p. 34.

This final manuscript was, in all likelihood, Kircher 1653.

Kircher 1665c, p. 346.

Findlen 1994, 1995, and 2001a; Lo Sardo 2000.

On early modern encyclopedism, see Blair 1997; Vasoli 1978; and Luisetti 2001.

Kircher 1646, pp. 316-324. To understand the problem with Kircher’s proof, make a circle
with a two-inch radius. DC equals 1/2 1 (1.5708) while DF is 1.525. The smaller circle, the
smaller the difference between DC and DE, making Kircher’s proof a plausible approxima-
tion. The fact that the diagram was not to scale may have made the proof even funnier for
some readers.

Mersenne 1932-88, vol. 14, pp. 366—367 (Torricelli to Mersenne, 7 July 1646); Galluzzi and
Torrini 1975, vol. 1, p. 326 (Mersenne to Torricelli, 15 September 1646); see also pp.
272-273,305-307, 314, 561 for other information in this paragraph. For an appreciative as-
sessment of the treatise as a whole, see Corradino 1993.

Mersenne, 1932-88, vol. 14, p. 472 (Mersenne to Kircher, 22 September 1646). This nega-
tive response did not discourage Kircher from publishing other mathematical works; see
Kircher 1665a and 1679b; and Schott 1660 and 1668.

Ibid., p. 636 (Huygens to Mersenne, 26 November 1646). On Maignan, see pp. 55-56,
420-421.

Kircher 1650b; Iverson 1968, pp. 86—-88; Cipriani 1993.

Latanza 1995. Like Kircher’s earlier building of sundials, this episode serves as a reminder
that he was quite adept with machines.

Goldberg 1988, p. 19.

Archivum Romanum Societatis Iesu (hereafter ARSI, Fondo Gesuitico 1069/5, cassetto I1I,
n. 1. Atto originale antico di consegna al N[ost]ro Museo della Galleria di Alfonso Donnino
(1651). See Casciato et al. 1986; Lugli 1986; Findlen 1994, 1995, 2000, and 2001a; and Lo
Sardo 2001.

Gorman 1999.

Huygens 1888—, vol. 3, p. 48 (Father Guisony to Christiaan Huygens, 25 March 1660).
APUG, Kircher, MS. 560 (VI), fol. 111 (Rome, 23 October 1671), in Rivosecchi 1982, p. 141;
see also MS. 559 (V), fol. 140 (Rome, 17 October 1670).

Pastine 1978. This work is now being carefully studied in Daniel Stolzenberg’s forthcoming
dissertation; see Stolzenberg 2003, 2004, and forthcoming.

Nicholson 1992, pp. 31, 34.

Galluzzi and Torrini 1975, vol. 2, p. 229 (12 June 1655).

Daniel Stolzenberg’s forthcoming dissertation, “Egyptian Oedipus: Antiquarianism, Ori-
ental Studies, and Occult Philosophy in the Work of Athanasius Kircher” (Ph.D. diss., Stan-
ford University, 2003) offers the richest account of this fundamental aspect of Kircher’s
work. As with a number of Kircher’s works, there is some dabate about the dates of publica-
tion of the Oedipus. While the volumes were printed between 1652 and 1654, none were re-
leased until 1655, hence latter date on the colophon of volume three. Thanks to Daniel
Stolzenberg and John Mustain for consulting with me or how to do the dating of these
complicated texts.

Kircher 1684a, p. 61.

The classic study of Hermetic thought in the Renaissance remains Yates 1964.
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See Stolzenberg 2004 and Harald Siebert’s essay in this volume for a further exploration of
Jesuit censorship of the Oedipus. Daniel Stolzenberg’s and Anthony Grafton’s essays in this
volume explore aspects of the Oedipus in greater detail.

Kircher 1652-55, vol. 3, pp. 80-160. Readers may wish to contrast his interpretation with the
earlier ones offered by antiquarians such as Lorenzo Pignoria and Herwart von Hohenburg.
Despite his early insight into the relationship between Coptic and the language of the an-
cient Egyptians, Kircher never thought that hieroglyphs might be phonetic rather than
symbolic. He was too much an heir of a Neoplatonic vision of Egypt first articulated in the
late fifteenth century. See David 1965; Iverson 1993; and Stolzenberg 2003.

Angela Mayer-Deutsch’s essay in this volume discusses the images of Kircher during and
after his lifetime.

Kircher 1660, p. 3. This text is discussed in greater detail in Ingrid Rowland’s and Carlos
Ziller Camenietzki’s contributions to this volume.

APUG, Kircher, MS. 61, fol. 280r (Palermo, 10 June 1652). See Gorman and Wilding 2000,
pp. 256-257. The information in this section relies on their book in general. The only other
serious study of Schott to date is Hellyer 1996.

Biblioteca Nazionale Vittorio Emanuele, Rome, Fondo Gesuitico 1331, fasc. 15, fol. 223r
(Mira Kircheri in suo Itinerario Exstatico Audacia, Presumptio, ac Temeritas). See Cameniet-
zki 19954, p. 30; Hellyer 1996, pp. 333-335; and Rowland 2000, p. 100.

See Findlen 2001a for a more detailed account of this visit and Akerman 1991 on Christina
of Sweden in general.

Kircher would continue to bestow rare manuscripts upon important patrons into the
1660s, for example, his gift of a tenth-century Syriac version of the Gospels to Duke August
of Braunschweig-Liineberg, duke of Wolfenbiittel, in March 1666. See Kuntz 1987.

Kircher 1658. This period of Kircher’s life is discussed in greater detail in Martha Baldwin’s
contribution to this volume. On Kircher’s microscopy, see Torrey 1938; Belloni 1985; Wil-
son 1995; esp. pp. 155-158; and Strasser 1996.

Schott 1657, 1657-59, 1660, and 1664.

See Kircher 1665b and 1671b; and Kircher 1684b, pp. 63-64, 70, 76-77; also Cascioli
1915-16.

See Harald Siebert’s essay in this volume. The Ars magna sciendi did not appear for nine
years (Kircher 1669), and the Iter Hetruscum never appeared.

Philosophical Transactions 4 (1669): 1093.

Fletcher 1988b, p. 9. This arrangement allowed Kircher to maintain his relations with
Roman printers, who continued to publish his works in the early 1660s and would publish
his Tariffa Kircheriana (1679) at the end of his life.

Jansson translated the China monumentis illustrata into Dutch (1668) and French (1670),
and the second (1678) edition of the Mundus into Dutch in 1682. A partial translation also
appeared in English in Nieuhof 1673.

Godwin 1979, p. 67; Rostenberg 1989, pp. 53, 72, 117. The English reception of Kircher’s
work is discussed in Noel Malcolm’s contribution to this volume.

Kircher 1684b, p. 62. Thirty-six printers in Italy, the Holy Roman Empire, France, and the
Netherlands published Kircher’s books. See Hein 1993 for a more detailed discussion of the
publication history.

Readers should not forget how central Hapsburg patronage was to Kircher’s career; see
Evans 1979.

Kircher 1663, pp. 142—-144. Kircher’s approach to language is discussed in Eco 1995; Wild-
ing 2001a; and the contributions of Haun Saussy and Nick Wilding to this volume.

Cenal 1953.

Oldenburg 1966, vol. 2, p. 567 (London, 12 October 1665) and, p. 615 (London, 21 Novem-
ber 1665); Shapin and Schaffer 1985, p. 31.

Kircher 1665c, vol. 1, sig. ***r. Stephen Jay Gould’s contribution to this volume offers a
fresh view of Kircher’s account of fossils.

The essays by Carlos Ziller Camenietzki, Michelle Molina, and Florence Hsia as well as my
other article in this volume discuss the image of Kircher as a global author.

Findlen 2002, p. 267. See Reilly 1958 on the role of Jesuit information in the Royal Society;
and Harris 1996, 1998, and 1999 for a discussion of Jesuit information networks.

Schott 1667, pp. 455-456. I thank Michael John Gorman for bringing it to my attention. See
Gorman and Wilding 2001, p. 232.
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Grafton 1997b, pp. 150-154; Blauenstein 1667.

The snakestone debate is reconstructed in Baldwin 1995; and Nocenti 2002.

Petrucci 1677, p. 184. This text explicitly invokes Galileo’s The Assayer as its model in estab-
lishing a scientific methodology and epistemology.

Kestler 1680, sig. *4r. Like Petrucci’s defense, Kestler’s compilation was in all likelihood
written in collaboration with Kircher.

A number of visitors to David Wilson’s exhibit on Kircher at the Museum of Jurassic Tech-
nology in Culver City, California, seem quite sure that he has indeed made Kircher up.
Anton Haakman was also accused of making him up after completing a documentary on
the Athanasius Kircher Society; see Haakman 1995, p. 144.

Eco 1989, p. 441.

The most recent works are Rowland 2000; Lo Sardo 1999 and 2001; Stolzenberg 2001; Mar-
rone 2002; Athanasius Kircher 2001; Beinlich et al. 2002; Magie des Wissens 2003. Readers
should compare them with earlier studies of Kircher such as Scharlau 1969; Reilly 1974;
Pastine 1978; Evans 1979; Godwin 1979; City of Rastatt 1981; Rivosecchi 1982; Casciato et
al. 1986; Gomez de Liafio 1986; Baldwin 1987; Fletcher 1988a; Merrill 1989; Leinkauf 1993;
Hein 1993; and Findlen 1994. The article literature on Kircher is cited throughout the es-
says in this volume.

No modern Kircher fan should miss David Wilson’s efforts to reconstruct some of Kircher’s
machines in the Museum of Jurassic Technology, a place that has the feel of the magic
lantern whose invention is often wrongfully attributed to Kircher. Stanford University Li-
brary also owns a magnetic clock created by Caroline Bougereau with the assistance of
Michael John Gorman. Examples and copies of the original machines exist in a number of
European museums, such as the Museum for the History of Science in Florence and the
Herzog Anton Ulrich-Museum, Braunschweig.

See the Web site (www.soisawthismovie.com) for a description of “The Athanasius Awards
for Excellence in Achievement in Motion Pictures.”

Goethe, “Theory of Colors” in Haakman 1995, p. 18.

Antonella Romano’s epilogue treats these issues in greater detail.

I hope readers are aware that this is hardly the only book with this title, a sign that we con-
tinue to be intrigued by men who knew “everything.”

One of the reasons the Bettmann Archive became well-known is because CBS asked him to
select an image to illustrate radio. He used Kircher’s famous image of a speaking tube to
create an award-winning advertisement. See Otto Bettmann, Bettmann the Picture Man
(Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1992), pp. 8-9; and New York Times (4 May 1998),
p- A17. Thanks to Ella Mazel, the original creator of the Athanasius Kircher collection in
Special Collections at Stanford University Libraries, for bringing this story to my attention.
Poe 1978, vol. 2, p. 583. This essay originally appeared in 1841.

The novel in question is If on a Winter’s Night a Traveller.
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Kircher’s Rome

EUGENIO LO SARDO

The Town

Look at a map of the period. Look down on Rome—the southernmost point
of Europe—torn to shreds by wars, attacked to the south by malaria, sur-
rounded by a bitter sea full of strife and dread, infested by pirates. Ninety
thousand people were separated only by the Adriatic, the Apennines, and a
hundred galleys—which Venice kept always ready for war—from the ruinous
regions of the infidel and from the even more hated Orthodox Christians,
“foremost enemies of the Holy See.” To the north its spiritual hegemony was
threatened by the vacillations of the French and the sledgehammer blows of
the kings and princes of the Reformation. The small Italian states—Tuscany,
Savoy, Parma, Modena, and the republic of La Serenissima—were rent with in-
ternal conflict, as were Poland, Austria, and Spain. Still, these powers acted as
dikes to protect the Catholic Church from the Protestant world, which was it-
self showing signs of division. Gustavus Adolphus himself, the king of Sweden,
was on the point of converting at the time of Urban VIII.

Further south lay only Naples and Palermo. But the south was an outpost
for Spain, a faithful ally and an invader at one and the same time, prepared in
its pride to flaunt before the pope the power of its armies and fleets to force the
spiritual leader to serve the designs of the Christian king. The sea, which lay at
the gates of the city, at Ostia, was utterly perilous. It took very little to fall into
the hands of the pirates. The green flags adorned with silver crescents infil-
trated far into the deepest inlets of the Tyrrhenian Sea. With swift incursions
they sacked and plundered, putting shipping and the supply of grain and pro-
visions at serious risk. The battle of Lepanto had halted the fleets that had ter-
rorized the West under Barbarossa and Dragut, but this had not been enough
to put a stop to the constant drain from piracy, even if the balance of the ex-
changes between the two sides was perhaps shifting in favor of Christianity.!

This was the town in which Kircher arrived. He had himself tasted the sur-
prises that the sea held in store, especially on the busiest routes of the upper
and middle Mediterranean, and he had even explored the front line of Chris-
tianity, the wedge dividing East and West: Sicily and Malta. The invincible
fortress of the Knights remained the most faithful ally of the Holy See. It was a
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thorn in the side of the great Ottoman hound, a gathering point for the armed
fleets of the Genoese, the papacy, and the Order of Saint Stephen, which year
after year intercepted the cargoes of merchandise going from Egypt to Costan-
tinople in the straits between Cyprus and Rhodes.

This difficult situation, very present to the mind of a seventeenth-century
man, began to have its ill effects only in the second half of the century. In
Kircher’s time Rome seemed at the height of its splendor. “I felt that I was ap-
pearing publicly in the theater of the world,” wrote Galileo, referring to the
Eternal City in the foreword to the Dialogue concerning the Two Chief World
Systems (1632). This was the stage on which to “show the foreign nations that
as much is known on this subject in Italy and especially in Rome as transalpine
wisdom could possibly have imagined.”? Thirty years later Kircher used the
same words when he stated that “my Gallery or Museum is visited by all the
nations of the world and a prince cannot become better known in this theater
of the world than have his likeness here.”

Three Popes

When Kircher arrived, Rome dominated the artistic and intellectual world of
Europe. All came to the Eternal City for inspiration—not, as they do now, to
view the ruins of antiquity.

The French painter Nicolas Poussin—friend of the Roman antiquarian and
naturalist Cassiano dal Pozzo, who was putting together his “paper museum”
(museo cartaceo) in via dei Chiavari—studied perspective there and took the
first steps of his successful career. He was one among many in that flowering of
illustrious names such as Bernini, Borromini, and Pietro da Cortona who ani-
mated the artistic life of the city. But this fascinating and dazzling splendor
concealed a precarious economic foundation, one that sustained the city and
the papacy only with enormous effort.

It was a splendid setting for the Barberini family, one dimmed only by the
compromise with the Spanish party over the Galileo affair in 1633. The
French scholar Nicolas-Claude Fabri de Peiresc had recommended Kircher
to Francesco Barberini, the cardinal nipote and, since 1628, secretary of state.
Francesco was an enlightened prince, a graduate of the University of Pisa in
utroque iure. Lucas Holstein was the family librarian, and the prince had his
own scientific cabinet, of which a description still exists in the Montepellier
library. “Life is but a dream” (La vita es suefio), wrote Calderon de la Barca
the same year that Kircher landed in the pope’s capital. Rome thrived on
wonders, the wonders of architecture and art. Its power was a spiritual one in
the literal sense of the word: it had no armies, no rich trade fairs, no ports,
no gold mines in Peru.

In a few decades, Sixtus Vs city plan was profoundly transformed. The list of
the buildings and artistic works completed at that time is astonishing: the colon-
nade of Saint Peter’s, the ponte Sant’Angelo, the Chiesa Nuova, the Oratorio dei
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Filippini, the Tempio della Pace, Palazzo Barberini, and Piazza Navona, Sant’Ivo,
and the University to cite only a few of the architectural marvels of seventeenth-
century Rome. Rudolf Wittkower aptly summarizes this extraordinary effort by
noting that: “The anti-aesthetic approach to art of the period of the militant
Counter-Reformation was now replaced by an aesthetic appreciation of artistic
quality.” The Jesuits too went through a deep metamorphosis: “mundane inter-
ests in wealth, luxury, and political intrigue [ . . . ] replaced the original zealous
and austere spirit of the Order.”>

Kircher found himself perfectly at home in this world. The Barberini ap-
pointed him to head a commission for the interpretation of the hieroglyphs,
and he became professor at the Collegio Romano. He thanked the family by
dedicating the Coptic or Egyptian Forerunner (Prodromus Coptus sive Aegyptia-
cus) (1636) to Francesco Barberini. Urban VIII’s death, however, brought a
dramatic change in the papal court. The hopes of the “new philosophers” for a
humanist and scientific renewal of the Italian cultural life, already quenched
by Galileo’s trial, ended abruptly. When free living had already gone too far,
Virgilio Malvezzi wrote to Evangelista Torricelli, it was time to rein in free
speech.® The Spaniards imposed a Pamphili pope, Innocent X, and the French
party in Rome was in dire straits. Antonio Barberini had to escape to France,
and as soon as possible, the other members of the family followed him. A deep
crisis divided the people. That “imperfect neutrality” among the Christian pow-
ers, lead by Urban VIII, was broken, and the property of his heirs was im-
pounded. Olympia Pamphili—the “nobildonna” who refused to pay for the
coffin of her brother-in-law, the pope—dominated the life of the capital and
emptied the coffers of the papacy. Rome was also declining on the European
political scene. In 1648, the papal envoy, Fabio Chigi, was not invited to sign
the Treaty of Westphalia, which ended the Thirty Years’ War. It was the first
time in Europe that peace was made without papal intercession.

Kircher, as usual, swam with the current. He was under the protection of
the Habsburgs and worked for the Pamphili family for the midcentury Jubilee.
With the end of the Pamphili era, the wind shifted again. Chigi, a Senese hu-
manist descendant of the magnificent banker and patron of Raphael, Agostino
Chigi, ascended the throne under the name of Alexander VII. The new pope, a
man of refined aesthetic taste, was personally linked with the German poly-
math. They met for the first time in Malta in 1637. Soon after Kircher left,
Fabio wrote to him a letter full of kindness and consideration.” The pope was
only three years older than the Jesuit. He was a skilled diplomat, having spent
twelve years in Germany, an able politician, and a member of the republic of
letters. Alexander was the founder of the new library at the University of
Rome, designed by Borromini, which in his honor is still called the Biblioteca
Alessandrina. Many common interests linked them, principal among them
being the passion for the Egyptian mysteries and the Hermetic tradition.s
Kircher would remember his friend and protector all his life, dedicating to him
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two books and a wooden obelisk, on which he called Alexander a master of an-
cient wisdom, an oracle of culture, and a reborn Osiris. A similar dedication
on the same obelisk was offered to Christina of Sweden, who had been greeted
by Alexander with great pomp on her arrival in Rome. The former queen of
the northern country was “sanctified” as Isis reborn. The gods of Egypt were
back on the Tiber shores.

Kircher’s Square Mile

In the middle of the seventeenth century, Piazza Navona became the center of
Rome, and the centerpiece of that square was the Fountain of the Four Rivers
that Bernini completed, with the intellectual assistance of Kircher, in 1651. A
good fountain, Bernini supposedly said according to his first biographer,
should always have a true or metaphorical meaning.® Certainly, everything in
this splendid masterpiece suggests the idea of the spiritual primacy of the
pope, a supremacy both historical and actual. The fountain was intended to be
the theatrical set to be seen by thousands of pilgrims during the great Jubilee
of 1650. The obelisk, symbol of the sun, with the Pamphili dove on the top, is
set on a base of rocks (the Church) and caves (the instincts, or Sin) from which
the four most important rivers of the world spring (Figure 1.1). It is an idea
often illustrated in Kircher’s books. As in many symbolic systems with multi-
ple meanings,!? reading Bernini’s work is a question of interpretation. The
fountain can be read as an image of the Earthly Paradise—the origin of the
four rivers—but also as an image of the faith’s diffusion to the four continents
(Australia was not yet discovered). According to Kircher, everything, even the
mathematical proportion of the pyramid, had to be carefully interpreted.

The Nile’s head remains half veiled (although Pedro Pais had discovered
the river’s source in 1618) to emphasize the mystery of the Egyptians’ an-
cient wisdom. The Rio de la Plata is represented as a bearded man with a
circlet on his thigh, enlightened by apostolic revelation, with a dragon-like
armadillo, the Guarani “tati,”!! lying at its feet. The Danube is old, like Eu-
rope. The Ganges River statue stands with a rudder in its hand. In between
the Nile and the Ganges, a palm tree, a symbol of the Phoenix, is bent by the
wind. There is a kaleidoscopic plurality of symbols and of links among them,
but it is easy to decipher the central meaning of the whole: the spiritual
supremacy of the pope. Thus a political program was transformed into a
beautiful masterpiece.!2

Not far from the Piazza Navona the church of the University of Rome,
Sant’Ivo alla Sapienza, Borromini’s masterpiece, introduces different mean-
ings within a dominant idea: the limitations of mankind. “Sapientia edifi-
cavit sibi domum” wrote Borromini on the manuscript plan of the church.!3
Three hundred years later, Vincenzo Vespignani added on the high altar: ini-
tium sapientiae, timor Domini—“the fear of the Lord is the beginning of
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Figure 1.1. Gian Lorenzo Bernini’s Fountain of the Four Rivers in Piazza Navona. Credit: the author.

knowledge,’!* where the Lord is not only the Father figure but infinite wis-
dom. Human beings always strive to reach new limits, and when they achieve
those, they look for other challenges. As in the Fountain of the Four Rivers in
Piazza Navona, in Sant’Ivo we can find a palimpsest of meanings, many of
them related to Kircher’s studies and iconography. Though there is no evi-
dence of direct links between the “Gothic” architect and the German scholar,
the two had a great deal in common. Both worked in Rome under Francesco
Barberini’s patronage, both enjoyed Innocent X’s consideration, and both
were very religious men—the first being a “cavaliere dell’ordine di Cristo,”
the second a Jesuit.

The church, finished in 1660, displays the arms of the Barberini and Pam-
phili families and, inside and outside the dome, Chigi’s mountains and stars
(Figure 1.2). The floor, an octagon with a cross at its center and black and
white alternate tiles, looks like an oriental “mandala,” with energy springing
from the center toward the periphery and from the periphery to center again,
in a tidal hypnotic motion. The flames on the lantern, according to several
scholars, represent the Holy Spirit and the bond established between God and
mankind. Human pride is thus punished by God but redeemed by the pente-
costal miracle.!> Just like Kircher’s Tower of Babel (Turris Babel) (1679), the
dome looks like a zigurat and the spiral “tiburio” another tower of Babel. The
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Figure 1.2. The church of Sant’lvo in Rome. Credit: the author.

themes of Kircher’s work, in other words, found their expression in the reli-
gious architecture of the city.

Following the road from Piazza Navona to the Collegio Romano, another
two hundred meters further on, we leave behind the Pantheon—the living
demonstration of the superiority of the ancients—and arrive in the Piazza
della Minerva. In this square of the Dominican Order, the Jesuits’ most aggres-
sive enemies, Bernini, with Kircher’s aid, designed a little elephant carrying an
obelisk and presenting his rear end to the Inquisition Tribunal'¢ (Figure 1.3).
At the base of the statue the inscription reads: “Alexander VII erected this
obelisk once dedicated to the Egyptians’ Pallas [Isis], to the divine wisdom,
and to the deipara mother.”

An International Network

The Collegio Romano, standing on the ruins of the temple of Isis in Campo
Marzio,!? faces on its southern side the Dominicans’ compound and library. In
the school’s courtyard the fornices of the arches are walled up, but the windows
of Kircher’s gallery are still visible. The museum was founded in 1651, follow-
ing a donation to the Order by Alfonso Donnini, the secretary of the Roman
Senate. Thanks to Kircher’s genius, his collection, now blended with the Jesuits’,
soon became the most famous in Rome and one of the best in Europe.
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Figure 1.3. The obelisk in front of Santa Maria sopra Minerva. Source: Courtesy of Special
Collections, Stanford University Library.

Every museum reflects the impure colors of the world. Kircher’s reflected
the colors of Rome; to understand it and the cultural life of the pope’s capital,
it is necessary to broaden one’s horizons. Rome, as we have seen, was an inter-
national town surrounded by enemies. It had to find a way around these obsta-
cles in order to increase its spiritual influence, just as in Columbus’s day it was
necessary to look for the East by going West or to turn around the African
coast to reach India. The Jesuits were well suited to this task, for they were the
most powerful missionary organization in the field. The followers of Loyola
were spread over a great part of the known world, including all the countries
subject to the Spanish and Portuguese monarchies, the imperial domains,
China, India, Poland, and Russia (for some years). They strove to recapture
England, and they struggled with all their might to retake ground from the
Protestants. They even had a mission in the territory of the Grand Seigneur,
the sultan at Costantinople. Kircher, as one of the most prestigious Jesuit intel-
lectuals for over forty years, was a point of reference for generations of these
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missionaries. The effort to expand Rome’s global influence is thus an essential
background for understanding his work.

The state of the faith was constantly being monitored. Reports from the
furthest corners of the earth arrived at the Roman Curia, where strategies were
devised and human resources apportioned. The power of the Jesuits—who
were in a position to weave schemes of international espionage using mission-
aries in China, Russia, and France—was a matter of concern to the popes
themselves. The Propaganda Fide followed them with a watchful and critical
eye. In 1676, Odoardo Cybo, secretary to the Congregation, drew up a lengthy
report on the state of Christianity whose account of the history of the last cen-
tury frequently dwelt on the operations of the Company of Jesus. “In the time
of Innocent X,” reads the manuscript, the Catholic religion “made great prog-
ress in Germany, Africa, and East India.” In Europe it had had the unexpected
success of converting the queen of Sweden, who could not, however, “move
those heretics by her example to embrace the Catholic faith, even though she
made the holy and glorious gesture of giving up such a great kingdom for the
sake of religion.” In Germany the Hanseatic cities remained the stronghold of
the “most depraved heretics.” There were struggles everywhere on the conti-
nent of Europe to suppress heterodoxy and to conquer new territory. Asia, “for
the most part in the hands of the infidel,” was not overlooked. The few Chris-
tians who lived there were “replete with the errors of Arius, Nestorius, Dioscu-
rus, Eutychius, and other heretics and schismatics, all in league with their
patriarchs in disobedience to the head of the universal church,” even though
the Holy See was working zealously for the conversion of these peoples. Still,
they had scant success, “either because the Turks, who rule there, will not per-
mit anyone to change religions unless they accept Mohammedism, or because
the patriarchs and the metropolitans keep this hatred for the church of Rome
alive out of ignorance and avarice.”!8 It was best to trust divine providence.

In this detailed picture of the global ambitions of Catholicism, Japan occu-
pied a preeminent position. Francisco Xavier, made a saint in 1622, had taken
the Christian message to Japan and had made great progress in a very short
time, “particularly in the city of Nagasaki.” Leaving the rich lands of the East,
where the legend of Marco Polo was still current, Cybo’s report came then to
Ethiopia, a vast country inhabited by Christians (Copts), who spoke many dif-
ferent tongues but had a common written language. Their king was known in
the vernacular as Prester John, and their spiritual guide was the Patriarch of
Alexandria. The Jesuits had gotten that far, and they claimed to have found the
sources of the Nile. Many other kingdoms and countries were analyzed by the
secretary of Propaganda Fide, always with some disdain for the work of the Je-
suits, who often came into conflict with the secular priests because “by their
custom” they wanted to “be alone.”?®

Odoardo Cybo’s analysis was not lacking in insight, but he did not pay
enough attention to the reasons for the decline of the Catholic countries of the
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Mediterranean. The economic and moral crisis was a signal to the whole world
that was under Rome’s spiritual leadership. Italy became progressively more
reclusive. News increasingly filtered by ecclesiastical intermediaries arrived
distorted and watered down. The great maritime powers to the north were
winning the economic battle, and the response was to take even more provin-
cial and defensive positions. In ecclesiastical circles there was always the fear
that things might get out of hand, and it was felt necessary to keep the penin-
sula under tight control. Florence, the official residence of the English ambas-
sador, was placed under special surveillance. Many heretics were there, as in
nearby Siena. Moreover, foreigners and Protestants abounded in Rome itself,
not only passing through but settling down there for months or years at a time.
Here they “threw themselves into vice,” preparing malicious satires directed
against the Roman court and even, “to great outrage,” eating meat on Fridays.
The Protestant preachers found plenty of food at Rome for their pestilential
sermons, which kept people in their heresy. “Merchants, clerks, pimps, and
other wretches, . . . taught them about evil,” while “in the house of opera girls
and disreputable women,” they learned wickedness with people of higher
rank. Yet not everything that came from outside was harmful. The great influx
of foreigners made the Holy City famous, and it was observed that those who
had spent time in Rome refrained from persecuting Catholics.

Port cities like Leghorn were another source of infection, and these posed a
constant threat to the well-being of the faith. There was more freedom of con-
science there, there were foreign residents of every religion, and banned books
circulated. This made the arrival of peoples from different parts of Europe a
constant threat to orthodoxy, even while Romans welcomed them in the hope
that they would understand the heart of Catholicism better. Travelers were
questioned minutely at the gates of Rome in a search for suspicious books. To
be found with a copy of Boccaccio could expose one to grave risks, as would
possession of the writings of those learned Germans who, according to the cen-
sors, laid out heretical doctrines with the pretended purpose of refuting them.20

Until the middle of the century, the decline and the crisis were not per-
ceived. The better minds were sharpening their weapons to acquire souls,
spices, and gold, and the most effective weapons, those in which the Eternal
City was most proficient, were those of propaganda. If one does not grasp the
global dimension of Catholicism and of Rome, one also will not understand
the meaning of the many works of Athanasius Kircher, of his use of images,
or of his very sophisticated pedagogical and apologetic apparatus. In 1667,
Kircher dedicated his China Illustrated (China monumentis ... illustrata)
(1667), a book that was widely read and reprinted many times, to Emperor
Leopold I, the most munificent of patrons. Beginning with the frontispiece,
the book was a clever piece of propaganda for the missionary work of the
Company of Jesus. The image portrays Matteo Ricci and Adam Schall holding
open a map of China, and from the clouds Saint Ignatius and Saint Francisco
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Xavier praying for divine assistance for the work of their brethren. The book
was a great success. It offered a myriad of firsthand geographic information on
many little-known countries, on recent journeys of exploration, and on the
customs, religions, and flora and fauna of those countries. The entire work was
furnished with splendid illustrations and was written in a flowing style com-
bining just the right amounts of learned citation and Kircherian whimsy.

New countries had been explored and mapped by the missionaries following
the policy of inculturation dictated by Saint Francis Xavier. “Inculturation”
meant understanding the languages and customs of people in order to preach
the Gospel. This was the peculiar Jesuit practice that resulted in a public con-
demnation by Innocent X of the so-called “Chinese rites.”2! The theological de-
bate notwithstanding, the policy of inculturation produced a fruitful harvest of
knowledge, including dictionaries, grammar books, maps, and geographic re-
ports. Kircher was at the center of this world, and if the Company needed to
struggle to maintain its position in the competition with other religious orders
and with the Propaganda Fide, the museum was certainly an effective tool.
There the Jesuits emerged as tireless and attentive travelers and observers.

The Museum

Under Kircher’s stewardship, the museum of the Collegio Romano became a
sort of philosophical gymnasium, an exercise space for the mind?? (Figure
1.4). Following Ignatius’s views, he quickly grasped the power of classical
scholarship and of images. Heir to the great metaphysical systems of antiquity,
and their careful interpreter, the German Jesuit used his weapons with con-
summate skill. For him, symbols and religion were the same thing: the most
neutral image had a hidden meaning, both for the unlearned and for those ini-
tiated into the sacred mysteries. Like nature itself, as Eugenio Garin has written
in reference to the works of the fifteenth-century humanist Marsilio Ficino,
symbols concealed “a soul, a meaning.” To stop at the surface, not to get down
“to the deepest spiritual meaning,” is therefore tantamount to a pernicious
error. “To understand the significance” it is necessary “to seek the source,” and
this source “is the light and the wisdom of God.” Every one of Kircher’s images
is infused with this message. They reveal the religious and devotional context
from which they sprang, the spirit that led to the building of grandiose
churches dedicated to the greater glory of God and his servants, and that in-
spired the heroism of people who, convinced that they were carrying out a
mission of salvation and regeneration, abandoned everything to carry the
message of Christ to the corners of the earth. To get to the root of things means
to immerse oneself in a timeless reality, “living in eternity, beyond any discus-
sion, any conviction.”??

Kircher’s museum helps us understand the human and religious reality of
baroque Rome, with its passion for Hermetic wisdom, obelisks, and antiqui-
ties. In three years of research for the Rome exhibition re-creating his mu-
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Figure 1.4. Athanasius Kircher greeting visitors in the center of the Roman College museum. Source:
Giorgio de Sepibus, Romani Collegii Societatis lesu Musaeum Celeberrimum (Amsterdam, 1678).
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seum, we did not find a single representation of the crucifix (any more than
there was in Scipione’s Galleria Borghese). In place of representations of Christ
on the cross, the museum was filled with machines, wooden obelisks, infant
skeletons, animals, Roman burial vases and heads, mosaics, coins, and so forth.
Kircher himself was on display, and with him the Eternal City. Italo Calvino
aptly captured this projection of one man’s ego in a passage inspired by
Kircher: “It is my image that I want to multiply [in a mirror], but not out of
narcissism or megalomania . . . on the contrary, I want to conceal, in the midst
of so many illusory ghosts of myself, the true me makes them move .. .ITama
man with many enemies, whom I must constantly elude.”2*
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Reverie in Time of Plague
Athanasius Kircher and the Plague Epidemic of 1656

MARTHA BALDWIN

While Athanasius Kircher was enormously productive throughout his long
life, the years of 1655—57 caused him particular consternation and disruption.
At this juncture in time, Kircher faced considerable challenges—and it was not
at all clear that he would be able to extricate himself with any sort of grace
from his numerous problems. Obstacles seemed to arise at every turn—his pa-
tronage ties that he had so carefully cultivated over many years were disinte-
grating before his eyes; his research agenda had gone awry, and he was quite
conscious of having promised more scholarly work than he was in a position
to deliver; his right to publish his abstruse works was now being viewed with
suspicion within his very own Society of Jesus; his loyal friend and disciple,
Kaspar Schott, was sent away from Rome to return to the German provinces.
And when plague broke out in Rome in the spring of 1656 and lingered well
into 1657, Kircher was deeply moved by the prospect of his own mortality, by
the destruction of life around him, and by the possibility of far greater casual-
ties. How did Kircher weather such a stormy period in his life? And what do his
actions in these years tell us about strategies he developed to handle crises in
his future? I would argue that scrutiny of this troubled phase of Kircher’s life
gives the historian a particular insight into both the personality and the coping
mechanisms of this elusive figure.

Patronage Problems

With the final illness and subsequent death of Pope Innocent X in January
1655, Kircher was aware he had lost a patron. While he might have been joyful
at the election of Fabio Chigi as the new pope, Kircher was much too savvy an
operator to assume that the new pope, whom he had fortuitously met almost
two decades earlier in Malta, would take keen interest in his work as a natural
philosopher. Indeed, it had been papal and patronly interest that so far had in
large part directed Kircher’s early research agenda toward Egyptian matters. In
1655, as Innocent X lay dying, Kircher must have been both profoundly
pleased and deeply relieved to see the final volume of his Egyptian Oedipus ap-
pear in print. The multiple typefaces and lavish illustrations of the volumes
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had been painfully costly, and Kircher had relied upon the substantial financial
subsidies of his patrons for the publication costs.

Kircher’s foresight, if not clairvoyance, in protecting himself in the event of
the death of his patrons can be seen in the strategy of his letters of dedication
in the Egyptian Oedipus. When the first volume was published in 1652, Kircher
had dedicated the entire volume to the Hapsburg emperor Ferdinand III, his
faithful patron. But as the later volumes were issued, Kircher must have con-
sidered having a multivolume work dedicated exclusively to one patron, albeit
a generous one, a waste of important opportunities to forge further patronage
relationships. Hence he struck upon the strategy of dedicating individual
chapters or long sections to a new group of individuals, all the while maintain-
ing the facade that Ferdinand was his chief sponsor. By the time the final vol-
ume saw the light of day in 1655, Kircher was dedicating particular sections to
various princes, dukes, archbishops, scholars, and diplomats. Hoping, although
ultimately unsuccessfully, to sponge up some of the largesse of the Medici in
Florence, he dedicated one short chapter to Leopoldo de’Medici. Moreover,
the final and crowning chapter—on the theology or theosophy of the ancient
Egyptians—Kircher dedicated to the Italian “Fabio Chisio,” then identified
only as the bishop of Imola and as a pious cardinal. While Kircher praised
Pope Innocent X’s recognition of Fabio Chigi’s skills as a papal bureaucrat,
Kircher noted that he himself valued other virtues of the bishop—namely his
humanity, his piety, the sweetness of his morals, his modesty in living, and his
freedom from all taint of ambition.! Assuredly, Kircher did not take this last-
named quality at face value, since Kircher allowed fate—or divine will—a large
role in explaining the vagaries of human history.

Undoubtedly, Kircher had sniffed the failing health of Innocent X, whose
final illness had been slow and whose death on January 7, 1655, had come as no
surprise. With a keen nose for papal favors, Kircher had no doubt been aware in
1652 that Innocent was rewarding Chigi with the bishopric of Imola and with a
cardinal’s hat a bit later. Kircher may also have learned about, as had others in
papal circles, the debts and numerous disgraces of Pamphili’s cardinal nephew.
But did Kircher know that Chigi would be named the next pope? Assuredly,
Kircher could not have known this when he penned the dedicatory epistle to the
final chapter of his massive Egyptian Oedipus. Moreover, the parties who would
elect the new pope were split into numerous factions—French, Spanish, old de-
fenders of the Barberini interests, and newer defenders of the Pamphili family.2
Such machinations baffled even those far closer to the Curia than Kircher. More-
over, Chigi would not be elected until April, some five months after the death of
Innocent. Thus, Kircher appears simply to have hedged his bets, assessed his
chances, and astutely sized up what little he had to lose (and how much he might
gain) by dedicating a chapter of his book to a contender for the next papacy.

While Kircher’s move in 1655 might strike us as brilliant, his moves in 1656
do not seem so fortuitous. When the first part of his Ecstatic Journey appeared
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in 1656, Kircher did not dedicate the book to the new pope. Never one to put
all his eggs in one basket, Kircher boldly pursued new avenues of patronage.
Hence he chose to dedicate the provocative little volume to neither popes nor
Teutonic princes, his faithful and reliable sources of patronage. Instead, he
dedicated the book to the newest and most dazzling figure on the patronage
scene at Rome, Queen Christina of Sweden.3 Kircher would be neither the first
nor the last to be deceived in his expectations of Christina’s generosity and
well-filled purse. Indeed, the pope himself had once harbored hopes that the
new convert to Catholicism would offer considerable financial resources to
various causes of the papacy. In fact, the Venetian ambassador claimed the
pope had wasted unconscionable amounts of money on receiving Christina
in style.*

Following the lead of the papacy, the rector and provincial of the Jesuits at
Rome Jesus clamored for recognition from Christina, who honored the Colle-
gio Romano with two lengthy visits in January of 1656.5 Kircher made special
efforts to show her his museum and some of his experimental apparatus and
boasted of this in his later works.¢ But Kircher, too, soon found his hopes of
finding patronage from the Swedish queen gone up in smoke.

As Kircher was beginning to reckon with the consequences of the death of In-
nocent X and coming to terms with his need to curry the favor of Alexander VII,
he was struck one year later with the news of the death, in April 1657, of his most
reliable and most generous patron, Ferdinand III, the Holy Roman emperor. The
death of Ferdinand III was certainly a blow to Kircher, and he had no reason to
count on the favors of Ferdinand’s son, Leopold, who was known for neither his
father’s piety nor his concern for the arts. But despite his anxiety, Kircher recog-
nized that it would have been foolish not to at least attempt to ingratiate himself
with Leopold. Thus Kircher decided to dedicate his next book, the Second Heav-
enly Journey or Subterranean Forerunner, to the young king of Hungary and Bo-
hemia in the hopes of continuing in the good graces of the house of Hapsburg.”

In summary, as the summer of 1657 drew to a close, it was not at all clear to
Kircher where to turn for new patrons. The working relationships and steady
stream of favors he had come to count on from Innocent X and Ferdinand III
had evaporated. Their successors, and more importantly the purses of their
successors, remained unknown. But rather than succumb to the vagaries of
misfortune, Kircher proved himself plucky in the face of adversity, willing to
grovel at the feet of new patrons, persistent in ferreting out such patrons, and
tenacious in cementing old alliances. While whimsy would never be the trade-
mark of his patronage style, he would prove himself remarkably resilient—
and successful—in his quest for new patrons.

Kircher’s Research: An Agenda Gone Amuck

In addition to facing problems related to patronage in 1655-57, at the very
same time Kircher confronted the painful reality that his research agenda had
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run seriously amuck. In 1655, Kircher had boldly moved away from the Egyp-
tian subjects of his early research and had tackled the more controversial sub-
jects of astronomy and cosmology. But his 1656 publication on his new
interest in the heavens, the Ecstatic Journey, had brought with it unanticipated
animosity from within the Society of Jesus.8 Such a reaction may well have sur-
prised Kircher, as he had taken several precautions against having his work
viewed as too sympathetic to the heretical Copernican cosmos. He had gone
out of his way to make his work appear hypothetical or fictional, rather than
factual or observational. The very title of the work, “ecstatic heavenly journey,”
emphasized the trance- and dreamlike nature of the whole treatise. Moreover,
in the text Kircher had included several overt affirmations of his theological
orthodoxy and had claimed himself a believer in the Tychonian compromise
system. However, despite these protestations of the author, the anonymous
Jesuit censors were not ones to have the wool drawn over their eyes. Although
they allowed Kircher’s book to be printed in Rome, Kircher must have been se-
verely chastened by the experience. He may have grasped fully for the first time
just how close he had come to the fire when it came to matters of Jesuit censor-
ship. His ecstatic dream about heavenly matters had turned hellish.

What was Kircher’s strategy in dealing with the disapproval of his conserva-
tive Jesuit censors at Rome? If Kircher had been humbled, he was certainly not
bowed by his experience. He was not about to make his own writings palatable
to conservative Aristotelians. Instead, he proved himself a wily negotiator of
trouble. While he did nothing overtly to disturb further the conservative Jesuit
theologians at Rome, he did not roll over in defeat. Letting the matter rest for a
while, Kircher had his student and disciple Kaspar Schott bring out a second
edition of the work in 1660, and this time he saw to it that a German, not a
Roman, publishing house printed the work. Never fainthearted, Kircher even
went to the extreme of having Schott publish and respond point by point to
the ridiculously conservative criticisms of his Roman censors. Schott was not
the first to attempt to make the upholders of orthodoxy look like men unwill-
ing to accept the modern evidence of the telescope, and he hammered away at
Kircher’s censors with the tenacity and conviction of Galileo’s defenders
decades earlier. Since Kircher was in Rome and Schott in Germany at the time
of the appearance of the second edition, the whole affair was made to appear
as if Kircher had played no part in the matter. But clearly Schott had under-
taken the second edition with the full approval and connivance of his master.?
More importantly, the strategy of avoiding printing presses in Rome, a policy
clearly elaborated in the wake of the 1656 publication, would soon be put into
play for the remainder of Kircher’s life. When it came to handling subter-
ranean fire, Kircher would not be burnt twice.

In addition to encountering unexpected hostility to his cosmological ideas,
Kircher realized in 1656 that his planned schedule of publication was seriously
delayed. Since the publication of the stunning and massive Egyptian Oedipus,
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Kircher had announced his intention to publish another massive work, the
Subterranean World. He had even accepted money from Ferdinand III as an
advance for his efforts on the new blockbuster. To Kircher’s dismay, the work
was turning out to be far more exhaustive than he had anticipated, and the col-
lection of information, both from published texts and from correspondence
networks, was taking the author far more time than anticipated. In 1656,
Kircher probably did not realize that the publication of the Subterranean
World would take another decade, but he clearly grasped that it was years away
from its once targeted date. With death of Ferdinand III in 1657, Kircher was
further worried that his work, conceived and well under way, would not come
to fruition without the further subsidies of his now dead Maecenas. Kircher
was on the horns of dilemma: should he abandon the project, given that its size
and contents were getting out of control, or should he continue to work on it,
trusting blindly that finances would take care of themselves in due course?
While what happened ultimately may seem clear to us centuries later, I would
argue that the outcome was not at all obvious to the anxious Kircher in 1656.
Stung by his tardiness in fulfilling his promised publication, yet proud of his
ability to plumb the depths of any subject to its very bottom, Kircher agonized
over how to proceed.

His decision, made in early 1657, was to affirm publicly his intentions to
proceed on the work and to advertise its future production by giving his pa-
trons and readers a taste of what would follow. I am reminded here of the sim-
ilarity of Kircher’s strategy to our modern bookseller’s tactic of publishing one
chapter of a book on the Internet in the hopes that the reader, once enticed by
a snippet, will purchase the whole book. Thus, in November 1657 there ap-
peared Kircher’s Iter ecstaticum ii, or a second ecstatic journey. He designed
this both as a continuation of his celestial ecstatic journey and as an apology
for his failure to complete his promised magnum opus on schedule. This book
has almost entirely escaped the notice of historians, and it is frequently bound
with either his treatise on plague or his work on cosmology. Although its
contents have been superseded by the Subterranean World, which appeared
almost a decade later, scrutiny of the “prodromus,” as Kircher himself called
the 1657 production, sheds significant light on how Kircher handled his crises
of 1656-57. Kircher chose to dedicate his “Subterranean Forerunner” to the
Hapsburg prince, Leopold Ignatius, whom he addressed as the “worthy son of
a worthy father.”10 In choosing Leopold, Kircher showed himself a shrewd ana-
lyst of Hapsburg politics: Leopold would be crowned Holy Roman emperor in
the next year. However, the son had inherited neither his father’s munificence
nor his father’s interest in Kircherian projects. Like the effort to extend himself
to Queen Christina of Sweden, this would prove to be a patronage attempt not
as amply rewarded as he might have hoped.

In his letter to the reader of the “Subterranean Forerunner,” Kircher laid
bare his rationale for writing up and publishing his yet unfinished work. Since
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so many men of great name had long urged the work upon him and since he
had so long promised the work, he argued, the learned world merited the
shorter version so that they could be assured that his promises were not idle.
Such a protestation protected Kircher from being perceived as a laggard and
turned him into a stalwart scholar who was interrupting his own research
agenda for the sake of a community of learned men panting to have news of
his brilliant researches and experiments. Kircher next laid bare a laundry list of
his reasons for having delayed the production of his magnum opus: the project
required “innumerable” and time-consuming experiments; an exhaustive
study of the writings of ancient and modern geographers; and an extensive
network of correspondence to gather reports of mountains, rivers, lakes, and
volcanoes. Furthermore, an outbreak of plague at Rome had considerably de-
railed his production; the tragic death of Ferdinand III had cost him much
emotional anguish; and the lack of necessary subsidies was also retarding the
completion of the project. In short, Kircher lamented, he truly felt as “aston-
ished and shocked as if stung by an unlucky and sinister throw of dice.”!! Bad
luck had dogged the faithful author; he had been forced to put aside the proj-
ect until he could be more optimistic about the fate of his next colossal work.

Did Kircher’s decision to publish the “Subterranean Forerunner” meet its
stated goal of allaying the demands of the great men who awaited his work so
anxiously? There is absolutely no evidence that Kircher’s readership was dis-
satisfied with the slow speed of his scholarly output. Rather than take his
protestations at face value, the historian would do well to see this book as
Kircher’s ploy to troll for patrons. The bait he chose to use would be tales of an
underwater boat journey to caves filled with dazzling phosphorescent fish. Not
shy of tantalizing his reader with lurid stories, Kircher had his submarine enter
into the gaping jaws of a whale so huge that Cosmiel, the angelic narrator,
would point out the lungs, stomach, and intestines. Kircher realized shrewdly
that such theatricality woos audiences. After admonishing his readers about
the expense, both in time and money, of gleaning titillating reports from
places as exotic as the Amazon River basin, Kircher left his readers of this short
book with a clear implicit message: anyone wishing to hasten the production
of the magnum opus, please send money at once to Rome.

Schott’s Abrupt and Unanticipated Departure

The death of Innocent X in January 1655 was not the year’s only disturbing
event for Kircher. Equally upsetting may well have been the removal of his
devoted friend and dedicated assistant, Kaspar Schott. While reassignment of
personnel at the whim of the Jesuit superiors was standard operating proce-
dure for members of the Society, Schott’s abrupt notice to depart the Collegio
Romano must have caused Kircher particular regret. The two men were bound
together by shared intellectual interests, by their German childhood, and by
their chafing at conservatives within their own Society. Schott and Kircher had
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crossed paths briefly in their earliest years at Wiirzburg, where they had been
new members of the Society of Jesus. When the Jesuits at Wiirzburg had been
forced to disperse by the approach of the hostile armies of Gustavus Adolphus
in 1631, the two had become separated for decades. After their separate hasty
and desperate flights from their homeland, Kircher surfaced at Avignon and
then was in Rome by 1633; Schott first turned up at the Jesuit college at Tour-
nai (Belgium) and then spent nearly two decades teaching at various Jesuit
colleges in Sicily. In contact with Kircher by letter from Sicily, Schott was able
to convince Kircher that he could be a helpful editor of his mathematical
works. By August of 1652, Schott had received a summons to the Collegio Ro-
mano to work as Kircher’s assistant. That Kircher could have arranged for
Schott’s being called from the hinterlands of Palermo to the headquarters at
Rome suggests Kircher’s rising influence within the Society. Moreover, Schott
appears to have early on won the respect of Kircher by pointing out several
mistakes in Kircher’s mathematical texts. The relationship between Kircher
and Schott during their three-year collaboration at the Collegio Romano de-
serves further study, but it was to end swiftly, much to the disappointment of
each man, in 1655. Just as Innocent X had died and while his succession re-
mained uncertain, the Jesuit General Goswin Nickel directed Schott to return
to the German province of Franconia, where he was assigned to teach mathe-
matics first in Mainz and later in Wiirzburg. Schott stayed in Wiirzburg, to his
regret, until his death in 1666.12

Schott’s abrupt departure from Rome struck Kircher at a particularly inop-
portune moment. The advice and encouragement of Schott must have been
particularly valuable as Kircher faced the exceptional scrutiny and oppro-
brium of the Jesuit censors of his Ecstatic Journey. While we need not take
every word about their relationship at face value, Kircher would always speak
glowingly of Schott’s assiduous scholarship and his personal dedication to his
mentor. For example, when Schott published his enormous Cursus mathe-
maticus in 1661, Kircher wrote the prefatory letter to the reader and drove
home the point that “tyrones mathematicos” (mathematical beginners) were
lucky to have the more difficult parts of mathematics explained to them by
such a talented master.!3 To have had his disciple whisked away to the German
hinterlands, even the familiar ones of his childhood, must have been bitter
medicine indeed.

Plague in Rome and Its Consequences for Kircher

The arrival of plague in Rome in the spring of 1656 came as no great surprise
to the learned community of physicians and papal administrators at Rome.
Ecclesiastical and sanitary officials were studiously following reports of the out-
break of a quite virulent epidemic at Naples. The papal appointee, Hieronomo
Gastaldi, carefully reviewed reports of plague cases in the towns between Naples
and Rome as the epidemic traveled northward to the Papal States. By the time
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the first cases were reported in Rome, the papal sanitary bureau had been fully
organized and given broad emergency powers to administer the city in the best
interests of its citizens. All but eight of the city’s gates were shut to traffic for
the duration of the epidemic; those remaining open were under strict surveil-
lance. The sanitary board had set up lazzaretti (pesthouses) for the afflicted
and houses of quarantine (case contumaciali) for suspected carriers; physi-
cians, surgeons, and phlebotomists were strictly prohibited from leaving the
city; burials and disinfection of houses were strictly regulated.!4

By the time the plague disappeared in mid-1657, Romans would consider
themselves lucky to have endured such a mild epidemic. In 1656, however, no
citizen was assuming the epidemic would not be a harsh one. Kircher appears
to have been profoundly moved by the death at Rome consequent to the
plague epidemic and more particularly by the prospect of his own death.
Though he publicly lamented the interruptions to his research, Kircher did not
spend his time idly. Instead he used the epidemic to his best advantage.

Although Kircher never acknowledged openly how the plague benefited him
personally, we can see in retrospect that he had chosen to play his cards well in
this crisis. Undoubtedly, the plague epidemic served to distract attention from
the important charges of heresy surrounding Kircher’s 1656 publication of his
work on cosmology. Distraction, as all politicians know, can work wonders
and make seemingly intractable problems disappear overnight. By the time the
plague had vanished in 1657, there was no talk of further investigation of
Kircher’s alarmingly unorthodox cosmological ideas. And his rapid production
of two less threatening works, namely the “Subterranean Forerunner” and his
treatise on plague, further helped to hide the troubling issue of his unorthodox
cosmology so patently expressed in his work eight months earlier.'s

Moreover, the plague epidemic presented Kircher an opportunity to ce-
ment his allegiance with the new pope and to cast off his guilt and anxiety over
the difficulties in proceeding with the Subterranean World. How could he be
faulted for turning his mind from speculation about the underground archi-
tecture of the earth to the more practical and dire matter of a plague epidemic
in his very city, his beloved Rome? Furthermore, Kircher shrewdly recognized
that a treatise about the plague would offer him an opportunity to praise the
sagacity of the new pope in safeguarding the Holy City. Thus, when the rapidly
conceived and hastily executed Examination of Plague was ready for publica-
tion in early 1658, it came as no surprise that Kircher had dedicated it to the
new pope. Much to his delight, Kircher found his efforts to enlist Alexander
VII as his patron did not go unnoticed. By the time the plague was lifting,
Alexander had sent Kircher an Egyptian scarab decorated with hieroglyphs to
translate.'6 At the very end of the plague treatise, Kircher constructed a chrono-
logical table of plague epidemics occurring throughout the world. Here he
claimed that although the Neapolitans had been struck ad ultimum exitium,
the Romans had suffered far less. Not one to miss an opportunity for an ingra-
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tiating remark, he surmised that the plague struck Rome “more softly as if it
were honoring the sanctity and piety of the Pontiff.’1?

Kircher’s decision to write and publish a treatise on plague had not been
part of his long-range research agenda. Rather, like the later appearance of
mysterious crosses in the linen of Neapolitans shortly after an eruption of
Vesuvius in 1661, Kircher’s decision to write this book was formulated in di-
rect response to a single, if disturbing, event. I do not want to suggest that
Kircher’s interest in plague was purely Machiavellian. Medical matters and
pharmaceutical issues were beginning to intrigue him more and more in the
later decades of his life, and the plague epidemic allowed him to consider med-
ical matters more forthrightly. Kircher had broached medical topics in his
early work on magnetism, wherein he claimed that the actions of antidotes in-
side the diseased human body were analogous to magnetic actions.!8 Similarly
in his Egyptian Oedipus, Kircher had reviewed the sophisticated medical prac-
tices of the ancient Egyptians.!® But later in his life, Kircher would become
increasingly intrigued with medical alchemy and with chemically prepared
pharmaceuticals. His Subterranean World would include lengthy sections con-
cerning medical alchemy on the elaborate sympathies and correspondences
among astral bodies, specific plants, and the organs of the human body. As he
was granted increasing prestige and power within the Society, he could boast
of having at his fingertips a well-equipped chemical laboratory where he pa-
tiently tested and experimented with chemically prepared medicines.?® By the
last decade of his life, Kircher would engage in a highly visible debate with one
of the greatest physicians of Tuscany, Francesco Redi, over the efficacy of one
particularly fashionable medicament, the snakestone, which reputedly origi-
nated in the heads of cobra snakes of India.?!

But Kircher’s later sustained and deep interest in medical matters should not
be taken for granted when we examine his tribulations of 1656. Indeed Kircher
had reasons to be hesitant about claiming to write as a medical authority. Most
importantly, the Society of Jesus since its inception had agreed not to meddle in
the medical profession, and the Jesuit hierarchy had faithfully adhered to this
professional proscription, which had been duly recorded in the Constitutions.
Kircher may have had hints that the hierarchy might condone certain interests in
medical matters, as the preparation of chests of medicines to be sent out with Je-
suit overseas missionaries was becoming well known.?2 But given the Jesuit cen-
sors’ reception of his astronomical dream, he had good reason to worry.

Hence Kircher was clearly on the defensive when it came to writing about
medical matters and candidly acknowledged in the opening pages of his trea-
tise that he was not a “medicus.” Such a sensitivity of Kircher to transgressing
professional boundaries is particularly striking, for Kircher clearly had a sense
of himself as not beholden to traditional boundaries of knowledge. He had not
felt any need to apologize for his lack of expertise in any of his earlier works—
be they Egyptian, musical, magnetic, optic, or linguistic. But in 1657, bristling
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at the recent reprimands from his astronomical censors, Kircher felt com-
pelled to assert his medical credentials in his treatise on plague. Hence the
opening pages of his plague treatise contain letters of approval and endorse-
ment from three Roman physicians who were willing to vouch for Kircher’s
ability to speak authoritatively about medical matters. The reader finds letters
from one Ioannes Benedictus Sinibaldus, professor of practical medicine in
the Roman Athenaeum; from Paulus Zacchias, “medicus Romanus;” and from
Hieronymus Bardi, identified by Kircher as an iatrochemist practicing in
Rome. Sinibaldus remains an elusive figure to historians, but Kircher identi-
fied him as a conservative Hippocratic physician. Careful to ingratiate himself
with Sinibaldi, in the text of the book Kircher carefully included the physi-
cian’s preferred remedy (applications of hot cloths drenched in wine and
sulfur to make the plague victim sweat), although he himself gave them only
tepid endorsement.?? Paolo Zacchias’s interest in medicine, like Kircher’s, was
more learned than practical. He was writing a treatise on medical jurispru-
dence, which was published posthumously in 1661 and which would go
through numerous editions in the eighteenth century. Girolamo Bardi had
published a popular treatise on medicine in the Bible and enjoyed a reputation
as a learned physician in Rome. Kircher proudly identified him as physician to
the pope.2* Thus, by soliciting prefatory letters from the three men, Kircher
made sure they all loaned their medical authority to vouchsafe the contents of
his volume on plague.

Kircher also assured his readers that he had conferred with the keepers of
the infirmary at the Collegio Romano, but since there is no evidence that
plague struck men living within the college, we cannot assume that Kircher
had much contact, if any, with the sick. Similarly, he claimed that he had had
long discussions with James Alban Gibbes, an English expatriate and physician
living in Rome, but we have no evidence that Gibbes treated plague victims.?>
While flaunting his friendships with such physicians might have suggested to
his readers that Kircher moved easily in medical circles, it is plain he preferred
bookish theorists to skilled practitioners.

Kircher had also covered himself on the question of permissions to publish.
The book contained a letter signed by the Society’s general, Goswin Nickel,
who declared that since the work had been approved by certain excellent doc-
tors of medicine, he gave it his permission as well.26 It is also clear from reading
both the Second Ecstatic Journey and his treatise on plague that this was the pe-
riod when Kircher was becoming steeped in alchemical literature, a subject of
paramount importance to the shaping of his medical theories. Solitude, even
enforced solitude, had yielded substantial rewards in extensive time for read-
ing. Thus, Kircher would write that he had studied plague in order to find re-
lief from the horrid silence of the city, the enforced closing of the Collegio
Romano, and the disruption of his ordinary scholarly projects.?”
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What were the issues concerning the plague that intrigued Kircher? Kircher
was no physician, and not the least interested in treating the sick or alleviating
their pain and suffering. Kircher’s treatise reveals instead a man consumed by
the theoretical and intellectual issues lurking behind the medical disaster. Of
all the burning issues, Kircher most wanted to know: What caused plague?
How was it contagious? What stars, if any, were responsible for plague? Could
the medical profession offer effective therapeutics for the afflicted or effective
prophylactics for the exposed? Could plague be spread intentionally by evil
persons? Could plague be contracted from the power of the imagination?
What could a common man do to preserve his health in time of plague?

As he attempted to answer these questions in his treatise, Kircher made a
clearly crafted endorsement of a materialistic and atomistic conception of dis-
ease. Drawing on Stoic philosophy, medieval matter theory, and Helmontian
medical ideas, Kircher unfolded his philosophy of panspermia. While Kircher had
mentioned such “universal seeds” or agents of fertility in his earlier works, he
here envisaged invisible but material seeds that penetrated the fine openings of
the skin and spread plague throughout the human body. He would later elabo-
rate his notions of how poisonous substances act in the human body in the Sub-
terranean World, but he had clearly grasped the essence of his theory in the plague
epidemic. More importantly, it was the epidemic that made him realize how im-
portant his microscopic observations would be to his natural philosophy. Kircher
had been performing observations with his microscope for at least a decade be-
fore the plague, and he had illustrated simple microscopes in his Great Art of
Light and Shadow of 1646. But it was in his treatise on plague that Kircher first set
forth a detailed description of his microscopic observations. He did so in order to
promote his theory of spontaneous generation, a crucial component of his expla-
nation of the origin of plague from the rotting cadavers of animals, insects, and
humans. This, too, would be a matter he would return to often in his later works.

The theoretical thrust of Kircher’s treatise on plague can disguise his quite
jaundiced view of medical practice in general. Kircher evinced little faith in the
medical profession. He stated plainly (and correctly) that no available medical
treatment was effective against plague. “Since no thereapeutic treatment works,
the best effort man can make is for prophylactics,” he lamented.28 While he
held a deep conviction that there existed no poison in the natural world that
did not have a natural antidote, Kircher conceded that the appropriate anti-
dote for plague was not yet known to man. Only slightly more optimistic
about preventive measures, Kircher reviewed the extant medical practices and
protested that many were ineffective, and more were outright dangerous. After
surveying common practices of wearing chemically prepared amulets, draw-
ing blood, consuming syrups composed of powdered viper dust, and purifying
the air by burning fragrant woods, Kircher advised his reader that flight from
the city was the only reliable remedy. And should flight be impossible, as it
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surely was in the 1656 emergency, cleanliness and amulets of dead toads were
about all to be trusted.

Surviving Difficulties, Sustaining Friendships

Given the quite pessimistic note of his treatise on plague, what can be said
about Kircher’s more personal response to the plague? Had Kircher felt threat-
ened by the plague, or did he proceed with his altered publication program
with his head down, heedless to the personal dangers the epidemic might hold
for him? I would argue that Kircher was profoundly fearful at the time of the
epidemic. His autobiography recounts his numerous narrow escapes from
death by disease and accident, including a miraculous cure from gangrene as a
youth.? At the end of his life, his escape from plague may have seemed foreor-
dained, but there is little reason to maintain that he believed this at the time.
When he wrote at the very time of the plague outbreak, Kircher stated that fear
greatly elevated one’s chances of succumbing to plague. Moreover, he noted
that literary men were especially afflicted. In a particularly self-revealing state-
ment he acknowledged that “literary men are most disturbed of all when the
first news of an outbreak arrives; they are especially agitated with melancholic
perturbation; they always have the image of death in front of them; and thus it
happens that the chamber of their blood and spirits goes rigid.”°

How had Kircher survived this bleak period in his life? Confined to the
Roman College, shut off from his correspondence networks, fearful about
contracting a deadly pestilence, and brooding about his own literary output,
Kircher did not wallow in despondency. Instead he used this time of enforced
isolation to forge strategies for both his publications and his patronage that
would serve him well for the next decade of his life. The bitterly felt departure
of Schott did not prohibit a successful scholarly partnership and flourishing
friendship. Soon after his arrival in Germany, Schott would take up his pen to
defend charges laid against Kircher’s Ecstatic Journey. In fact, Schott appears to
have been successful in drumming up sympathy for Kircher and for his un-
orthodox work among members of the Society of Jesus. Thus, when Schott’s
1660 edition of his master’s work appeared, newly entitled Iter exstaticum
coeleste, or the Celestial Ecstatic Journey, Schott published not only his own de-
fense, but that of another German Jesuit, Melchior Cornaeus, whom Kircher
appears never to have known personally. Cornaeus’s defense of Kircher must
have been especially welcome, since he taught scholastic and polemical theol-
ogy, not natural philosophy, at Mainz and Wiirzburg and hence represented
the same faculties as assuredly did his anonymous critics.?! In his later years,
Kircher would employ yet again the strategy that had served him so well with
the Ecstatic Journey, namely having other sympathizers take up his defense
and keeping his hands unsullied in the fray. Thus, when Kircher became em-
broiled in a particularly vitriolic argument over spontaneous generation with
Francesco Redi, Kircher let his disciple at the Roman College, Giuseffo Petrucci,
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take up his cause and appeared to remain unruffled by the passionate issue.3?
Similarly, Petrucci’s publication bears the stamp of Kircher’s behind-the-
scenes approval and enthusiasm.3?

In addition to trumpeting Kircher’s genius throughout Jesuit houses in
Germany, Schott also supported, and may well have advised, Kircher in his de-
cisions about publication strategies. Schott’s hasty departure from Rome at the
behest of his Jesuit superiors had not left him time to oversee the publication
of his own early work on mechanics and hydraulics, his Mechanica-Hydraulico
Pneumatica. Despite having received permission to print the book in Rome
from Goswin Nickel on the eve of his departure (the imprimatur is dated 23
January 1655), Schott chose not to leave his manuscript in Kircher’s or his
printer’s hands at Rome. Instead, he carried it with him to Germany, where he
was forced to let it languish for a full year until he successfully submitted it to
the Jesuit authorities in the Province of the Upper Rhine.?* By the time the
book finally saw the light of day in May of 1657, Schott had discovered that the
internal Jesuit censors in Germany were far more receptive than those in Rome
to works openly enthusiastic about natural magic and anti-Aristotelian teach-
ings regarding the vacuum. Moreover, Schott’s decision to print this small
book, rather than his own magnum opus, his Magia universalis naturae et artis,
may well have been made in collaboration with Kircher, who was simultane-
ously devising a similar strategy about his Subterranean World. Indeed, Schott’s
apology for delaying his production of what would become a behemoth,
prolix four-volume work echoes Kircher’s lamentations in his short version of
the Subterranean World—the work would be enormous, requiring great labor
and zeal, and finishing it would not be possible without some relief from bur-
densome teaching duties.>>

Whatever may be said of Kircher’s friendship with Schott, it was clear to
each man that this was not a friendship between equals. Schott always con-
sidered Kircher his intellectual superior and paid deference to his master
throughout his life. Schott’s own accomplishments in the field of physics
were not insignificant (indeed, Schott grasped long before Kircher the im-
portance of Boyle’s and von Guericke’s experiments with the vacuum pump),
but it was not lost on Schott that Kircher lived in Rome and had access to
books and princes that a humble teacher in a gymnasium in Franconia could
never dream of.

Moreover, Kircher may well have leaned heavily upon Schott’s example in
forging his own determination to plow on with his massive undertaking of
the Subterranean World. Schott, after all, beat his master to the punch in pro-
ducing poundage per annum. He churned out his Magia universalis in a daz-
zling two-year’s time. By the time volume 3 appeared in 1658, Kircher may
well have been painfully aware of being outstripped by his underling. De-
spite Schott’s kind words to his master, Kircher refused to allow his former
assistant to dedicate the volume to him and insisted on his choosing another
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Maecenas. Perhaps aware of Kircher’s embarrassment, Schott dedicated the
volume instead to Mary, Mother of God, “my guardian angel,” in the hopes
of pleasing the implacable master.® That Kircher would ultimately catch up
and surpass the output of his distanced student had much to do with his
outliving Schott by more than a decade. (Schott had died in 1666; Kircher
would not die until 1680.) Rivalry, albeit friendly fraternal or paternal ri-
valry, has stimulated more than one man to publish.

Although Schott and Kircher each suffered their own difficulties as schol-
ars, [ want to ask how Kircher endured his annus horribilis. Inspired no doubt
by Schott’s example and encouraged by his friendship and protection, Kircher
did not allow his quite significant troubles to overwhelm him. In time he
would publish all his books outside of Rome, most of them with the Protestant
Dutch printing house of Janssonius. Kircher would emerge from his year of
troubles with new energy for his Subterranean World, new interests in alchemy
and medicine, and new confidence in his patronage relationships. While much
of Kircher’s survival seems the result of his willful and courageous resilience,
we should not lose sight of the fact that the arrival and departure of the plague
were none of his doing. Yet Kircher cagily used the events to his best advantage,
namely to allow his serious troubles with the Jesuit censors to dissipate in the
heat of the crisis. Hindsight might blind us to the considerable challenges to
his physical survival and to his prodigious scholarly productivity, which we are
now inclined to see as inevitable. But despite the gloss he might later put on his
tribulations, we might well ask whether his dreams during this year were more
likely ecstatic reveries or nightmares.
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Kircher and His Critics

Censorial Practice and Pragmatic Disregard in the
Society of Jesus*

HARALD SIEBERT

The extent of Kircher’s literary production is one of the most amazing facets of
this outstanding Jesuit in his time. In the fifty years of his writing career, he wrote
nearly thirty books (counting only first editions). Including subsequent reissues
and reprints, there are, altogether, about forty-five printed works that appeared in
his lifetime, not to mention translations into several languages and posthumous
editions.! Only two of these books had been published before Kircher arrived in
Rome. Appointed as professor of mathematics at the Collegio Romano, his real
mission in coming to Rome was to write a book on Egypt.2 The Coptic Forerunner
(Prodromus Coptus), his first publication, appeared in Rome in 1636; his last, the
Tower of Babel (Turris Babel), in 1679. While he lectured for only four academic
years,? his main activity until his death was writing, as well as building the collec-
tion of the world’s most famous museum and maintaining a worldwide network
of correspondents on all scientific matters. The support he had from his Order in
producing this stupendous number of books was a freedom to write, yet not to
write whatever he pleased. Every single Jesuit written work had to pass through in-
ternal censorship before being reexamined by the Holy Office and finally printed.*

In 1550, Ignatius Loyola, the founder of the Jesuit Order, had already pro-
claimed that all members should think and speak as one. Censorship had been
instituted in order to ascertain the Society’s doctrinal unity in publications as
well as in oral communications by censoring books and opinions.> The frame
of Jesuit doctrine was set by following Saint Thomas Aquinas in theology and
Aristotle in philosophy. Neither yielded a well-defined set of convictions that
produced unanimity. Moreover, in the Renaissance, Aristotle was given many
voices by the proliferation of a number of commentaries offering different in-
terpretations. At the beginning of the seventeenth century, Aristotle was re-
jected in favor of new scientific thinking as well as adapted and further
transformed. Thus the idea of a uniform Jesuit philosophy in teaching and
writing posed certain difficulties. These tensions led to a reorganization of
the mechanisms of censorship, beginning in the 1580s, and also produced new
attempts to define legitimate and illegimate philosophies in relation to Jesuit

79



80 ° Harald Siebert

orthodoxy, culminating in lists of prohibited propositions that appeared in
their final form in the Ordinatio pro studiis superioribus in 1651.6

At the time Kircher arrived in Rome, the system of Jesuit censorship was
well established. In 1597, the order’s General Claudio Aquaviva had founded
the College of Revisors (Collegium Revisorum) that consisted of five members
called Revisors General (Revisores Generales) representing the five assistancies
of the Society of Jesus: Italy, Spain, Germany, France, and Portugal.” The Col-
lege of Revisors had its seat at the Collegio Romano and began its work in
1601. The first rules governing censorship were codified in the same year.8
These rules represent the first draft of what later became the Rules for Revisors
(Regulae Revisorum) issued at the eighth Congregation (1645-46) and reaf-
firmed at the tenth Congregation in 1652.° Besides practical aspects these rules
prescribed what Revisors should observe when examining books, and they de-
tailed what is expected of Jesuit publications, and what is not to be tolerated.1?

The Revisors General held no other office and only examined books they
received from the General of the Order. They acted in an advisory capacity to
the General, who was free to follow his own judgment. Besides approving or
censoring publication, they could enjoin the author to make changes and to
emend or delete passages. According to the Rules, the Revisors were supposed
to work in secret and exercise discretion. They sent their judgment of each
work in a letter to the General, who could then choose to pass on a copy to the
author. Books with sufficiently theological content were examined by at least
three Revisors. Writings without theological import merited examination by
at least two Revisors.!! Usually, one Revisor played a key role in writing the let-
ter that would be sent to the General of the Order. Censorship in Jesuit
Provinces worked similarly. For practical reasons provincial censorship be-
came more and more independent from Rome, even though the foundation of
the College of Revisors in Rome was meant to centralize Jesuit censorship by
also verifying provincial judgments. In the Provinces, censors gave their judg-
ment to the Provincial, who decided at his discretion what to do. Instead of the
imprimatur, Provincials gave the facultas as license for printing.!2 In addition
to the formal system of censorship, there were other Jesuits consulted as spe-
cialists. Since these “censors extraordinary” played a particularly important
role in examining books of natural philosophy, language, and history, they ex-
amined Kircher’s writings more often than did the Revisors General.!?

This essay uses the censorship reports on Kircher’s works to shed light on
the interaction between the author and his censors. Jesuit censorship allows us
to see how the Society of Jesus viewed Kircher’s intellectual production and to
what degree they allowed him the latitude to work freely. The censorship re-
ports tell a story of Kircher, his books, and his censors, from which we will
consider only a few episodes. First, however, a deeper understanding of our
sources is needed. To facilitate and shorten the following description of docu-
ments, a list of all censorship reports is included in the appendix.!*
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Six of the thirty codices of censorship documents kept in the Roman Archive
of the Society of Jesus discuss Kircher’s books. Since the extant documentation
of Jesuit censorship is far from being complete, there were more of them.!> Even
for books for which we have reports, the documentation is not always complete.
Altogether, forty-eight letters have survived (including three copies, one adden-
dum, and one letter written in defense of a given approval'¢). These censorial let-
ters cover almost thirty years of Kircher’s literary production beginning with
censorship reports on his Coptic Forerunner and ending with those on his Sub-
terranean World (Mundus subterraneus) (1665). The seemingly high number of
extant letters (for only seventeen books of Kircher) is due to censoring practice.
Depending on the matter treated in the book, the censors wrote individual let-
ters rather than simply appointing one person to reflect the group’s opinion.
Thus, for some of Kircher’s books there are letters from different censors that are
not always in agreement. Furthermore, censors evaluated books consisting of
several volumes tome by tome. Hence, censorship could reflect either an individ-
ual or a group opinion. Despite losses, the extant censorship reports cover the
period in which Kircher acquired his stupendous reputation for omniscience.

1. Censoring Kircher

The censorship reports on Kircher’s books varied widely in information, as we
would expect in light of the fact that the results did not produce a uniform
judgment. The censors neither agreed on what they thought of Kircher’s work
in general nor had the same response to each individual book in their reports
to the General. We can roughly classify the reports into five different categories
that allow us to understand better the interaction between Kircher and his
censors. All but one (the defense letter of Le Roy) of the forty-eight documents
can be described within the following categories:

1. Simple approval: Nine of Kircher’s books received thirteen letters of
simple approval. The censors judged that these works could be pub-
lished because they neither offended the Christian faith nor infringed
upon Jesuit doctrine.!?

2. Approval with comment: The censors approved six of Kircher’s books
in ten reports with additional commentary. Many such reports com-
ment positively on Kircher’s achievements and his advancement of
various sciences, highlighting the book’s utility for students as well as
for the republic of letters.!8

3. Conditional approval: Twelve letters offer conditional approval for
eight of Kircher’s books. The censors approved publication only if cer-
tain passages were emended or deleted. They refer to those passages by
quoting or summarizing Kircher. Such letters identify general or re-
current errors while also providing page numbers for specific points
to be canceled or corrected. Because of laconic censors, missing page
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numbers, and the missing manuscripts, not every censored passage
can be identified in the printed version of the book.

4. Disapproval: The censors recommended to the General that he not
permit the publication of four of Kircher’s books.

5. Confirmation: In four letters concerning four of Kircher’s works, the
censors verify that he has revised the text according to the terms of a
conditional approval. Subsequently the General gave his imprimatur.
Although every book that Kircher published that received condi-
tional approval probably went through this process, only four extant
letters of this type survive.

All of these documents give us further chronological information about
Kircher’s publishing. In them, we can see such details as when he began or ac-
tually finished a work, and how long publication was delayed. Excluding letters
of simple approval and confirmation, more than the half of all extant docu-
ments yield further information how Kircher’s fellow Jesuits received his books,
ideas, and personality. Yet surprisingly, only slightly more than a third of the
documents (17/45), whose text comprises thirty-six of the sixty-six total pages
that have survived, demonstrate the censors’ strong intervention, by having
passages modified or canceled, or the whole book suppressed. Thus, influenc-
ing publications in a concrete manner seems to be only a minor part of the
censors’ activity, though it did indeed affect eleven of the seventeen books by
Kircher whose examination we can document.

Given the extent of interventions, we can presume that the practice of cen-
sorship had consequences for Kircher’s literary work. However, only half of the
censors’ comments concerned themselves with issues of content. Interestingly,
the other half dealt with the formal or literary qualities of his works. The cen-
sors frequently critiqued Kircher’s style, focusing on such issues as language,
exposition, attribution of sources, and missing translations. Above all and al-
most always, they faulted him for bragging.!® In other words, thinking about
the constructive aspects of censorship, Kircher’s fellow Jesuits did the work of
editors. Only the other half of their intervention was concerned with content
censoring. Thus here the filtro censorio was equally applied to maintaining
uniformity of doctrine and quality of publication.?’ The quality of Kircher’s
work reflected on the entire Society of Jesus.

How significant was the censorship of Kircher’s work? In other words, how
much was Kircher actually hindered in writing and publishing what he wanted?
Let us return to the four letters of disapproval. For example, in 1657 the Scruti-
nium pestis, Kircher’s treatise on the bubonic plague, was not approved because
medicine had been excluded from Jesuit teaching since the founding of the
Order.2! The censors considered Kircher not competent to treat medical matters
because he had no medical education. They did allow him to publish the parts
regarding physics by suggesting that he insert them in some of his other publica-
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tions (for example, his Second Ecstatic Journey, examined by them on the same
day). Permission to publish the Scrutinium pestis as a whole (prout iacet), how-
ever, was denied by the censors Francois Duneau and Frangois Le Roy.22 In a sep-
arate paragraph at the end of the letter, the third censor, Celidonio Arbizio,
suggested that theologians should not censor medical writings. While reaffirm-
ing that the book should not be published, Arbizio added: “Unless they were ex-
amined and approved by some eminent physician.”?* Contrary to his fellow
censors, Arbizio gave the book a second chance if it was sent to experts. Obvi-
ously the General agreed with this viewpoint. After being reexamined by several
physicians, the book was published in 1658.24

At the same time, the Revisors were examining another writing of Kircher. We
have three censorship reports on the Second Ecstatic Journey (Iter exstaticum se-
cundum), the continuation of Kircher’s ecstatic exploration into the terrestrial
cosmos. These letters suggest an uncertainty about what to do with this book,
since they include a letter of conditional approval, followed by a confirmation,
but also a letter of disapproval. Just three days after he had put his signature to
the conditional approval, Duneau wrote to the General Goswin Nickel?s in order
to convince him not to permit the printing of the Second Ecstatic Journey. He jus-
tified his seemingly contradictory viewpoint by referring to the fifth rule for Re-
visors General. This rule insisted that all censors affix their signature to the
majority opinion, while also allowing any censor who disagreed to explain his
reasons to the General separately.26 Duneau explains in his separate letter to the
General that he disagreed with his fellow censors, Le Roy and Arbizio, as he had
previously disagreed with them in the censorship of the Ecstatic Journey (Itiner-
arium exstaticum), for reasons of prudence. He reminded the General vividly of
what a scandal the publication of the latter provoked.?” The similarities between
the Ecstatic Journey and the Second Ecstatic Journey formed the basis of Duneau’s
argument against publication. In addition, he alleged further reasons for his dis-
approval, partially repeating what Kircher had already been criticized for and
asked to change in the previous letter of conditional approval: its haste and
childishness, Kircher’s boastfulness and disobedience, his incorrect explanation
of the motions of the sea, and various philosophical statements contradicting
Aristotle’s authoritative view of the natural world. Duneau’s intervention, how-
ever, failed in achieving its goal: the Second Ecstatic Journey was published. Nev-
ertheless, his letter seems to have had some effect on the General. As we can see
from the imprimatur of the published Second Ecstatic Journey, it was not the
General Nickel who permitted printing, but quite unusually the Roman Provin-
cial that gave the facultas (see the appendix). Perhaps Nickel felt a certain caution
in becoming directly implicated, should this new imaginary voyage provoke
another scandal. Yet he was not sufficiently worried to prevent Kircher from
publishing it.

The 1660 censorship of Kircher’s Great Art of Knowing (Ars magna
sciendi)—a single report signed by the whole college of Revisors General—
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presents us with a different kind of problem.28 The five censors, among them
Duneau and Le Roy, were very disapproving of the book. They did not cen-
sor Kircher for illicit theories, nor for having maintained forbidden proposi-
tions or having contradicted Jesuit teaching. Quality was the sole criterion.
They thought it was a poor book and took only one page to make this clear.
The censors blamed Kircher for promising much more than he produced.
Primarily, they did not see that his “art” would yield anything, and they cer-
tainly did not see it living up to Kircher’s proposal that his new method
would become everyman’s means for acquiring knowledge. Instead they
noted that his combinatorial method could be understood only by learned
men, and not even particularly well by them (Duneau and Le Roy were doc-
tors of theology). Those who had yet to learn this art would be completely
confused and overwhelmed by the redundancy of rules, examples, and
terms, many of them ill-defined. The censors also noted that Kircher’s expla-
nations were often contradictory and imprecise. The words he used did not
have any common meaning. In his demonstrations he mostly begged the
question (petit principium) instead of proving his propositions. In short, the
censors made clear that the Great Art of Knowing was in no way useful or in-
structive; they also accused it of deceiving the reader. The censors concluded
that since it did not meet the requirements for Jesuit publications, neither
the Society’s nor the author’s reputation would benefit from its printing.?

The same year, Kircher got still another disapproval for a book that is lost
today. Despite its title, the Etruscan Journey (Iter Hetruscum) did not recount
Kircher’s fantastic adventures from yet another ecstatic trip to the ends of the
earth or throughout the cosmos. The journey instead was a more prosaic tour of
the region of ancient Etruria, presenting a historical account and a description of
its present state. In contrast to the previous “journeys,” the Etruscan Journey was
obviously not a narration of a fictitious voyage. However, if we believe the cen-
sorship report, it was fantastic in its own way. Being a work of profane literature,
it was examined by two censors extraordinary. They gave their judgment inde-
pendently; one sent a letter of simple approval, while the other, Domenico Ot-
tolini (Ottolinus), wrote the longest censorship report we have on a single work
by Kircher. He delivered his judgment in form of a letter with an addendum. He
disapproved of the Etruscan Journey for three reasons, each substantiated by nu-
merous examples taken from the book.?® Born in Lucca, Ottolini knew at least
one of the towns Kircher described very well. He judged the book primarily in
response to Kircher’s account of Lucca. In this section alone, Ottolini found so
many errors concerning history, geography, institutions, and buildings that they
became a three-page addendum to the general letter of censorship. Here Ottolini
concluded that what he personally knew for a long time about Lucca is almost all
wrong or invented (commentita) in Kircher’s book. Anyone knowing Lucca, even
just a little bit, would recognize that Kircher’s descriptions of the town and its
buildings were false. Even those who knew nothing of Lucca would see for them-
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selves that his descriptions were riddled with errors.3! Given the large number of
blatant mistakes and inventions, Ottolini suggested that Kircher’s account of
Etruria might also be incorrect in regard to other towns and places.

Ottolini attributed the factual errors of the Etruscan Journey to a lack of
diligence that he observed in Kircher’s book in general: contradictions, inco-
herence, and improbabilities. In addition, Ottolini reproached him for not
being up-to-date in his reading on ancient Etruria.? Ottolini anticipated a se-
rious consequence of the deficient quality of Kircher’s work, if it were pub-
lished. The shortcomings in his account of several important towns, but also
villages and castles, were bound to offend their citizens as well as their political
leaders. Since being accurate as well as well-read in the appropriate literature
were two of the requirements for Jesuit publications in the Rules for Revisors,
showing that Kircher conspicuously failed to meet these expectations would
probably have sufficed to suppress the book, as we have already seen in the case
of his Great Art of Knowing.>* With his third reason, however, Ottolini singled
out an aspect explicitly not tolerated by the Rules, namely, that Jesuit publica-
tions give offense to nations, provinces, or persons.>> Since he presented this as
a consequence of Kircher’s lack of diligence in researching his subject, the
whole book appeared to be offensive. It did not meet Jesuit standards of publi-
cation, and its public appearance would be harmful to the Society.?¢ Ottolini’s
arguments were convincing. The Etruscan Journey never appeared.

The censors’ disapproval of the Second Ecstatic Journey and the Scrutinium
pestis was without consequences, except for a delay in publication. Duneau’s ob-
jections could not prevent the publication of the Second Ecstatic Journey. In the
case of the Great Art of Knowing, the results were more serious. Although Kircher
finally published the summa of his combinatorial studies in 1669, we do not
know how much of the book’s content changed because of the censors’ report
nine years earlier. For the same reason, we cannot know if the censors’ severity in
1660 was justified. Since the text had not been approved, a second examination
of the Great Art of Knowing was necessary. To get his book approved, Kircher os-
tensibly had to make substantial changes to the primary version. We have no
documents from a second examination of the Great Art of Knowing, which must
have taken place between 1663 (date of the latest letter preserved) and 1665 (im-
primatur of the published book; see the appendix). Lacking these documents, we
can only surmise that the disapproval of the Great Art of Knowing had conse-
quences for its content and that the final version differs from what Kircher had
intended to publish earlier. This is even more probable when we see what hap-
pened with the Etruscan Journey. For this work, we have evidence that Kircher
worked on some revisions, even though the book never appeared.

Perhaps Kircher had received a copy of Ottolini’s addendum. He certainly
knew that his mistaken account of Lucca was a reason for disapproval. In order
to correct his text on this point, he began a correspondence with a scholar in
Lucca, Giovan Battista Orsucci (1632—-86), who sent him an account of the
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Republic of Lucca.’” Having himself received several letters from Kircher, Or-
succi had probably given him additional information in letters that are now lost.
By May 1666, Kircher may already have received all the necessary information
from Orsucci he needed for emending his passages on Lucca, since in his follow-
ing letter he reports on the results of a second examination of his Etruscan Jour-
ney.3 Strangely enough, a month before, Kircher had written that he would
have already sent his book to his publishing house in Amsterdam if there had
not been a war. These plans suggest that Kircher was confident enough that the
book would be approved this time. In 1665, he had already advertised this book
at the end of his Subterranean World. Despite being advertised again in 1667
(this time in Kircher’s China monumentis illustrata), under its full title and as
ready for print, the book had not even got past the censor the following year.

In December 1668, Kircher explained to Orsucci that the censors had not yet
approved the work solely because it might give grounds for some nearby rulers
to take offense, although concerning Lucca, he was quick to add, there was noth-
ing that could offend anyone.?® Either Kircher had misinterpreted the reasons for
the first disapproval or he knew only about the content of the addendum, where
he was blamed for shortcomings solely in his account of Lucca.*® Whatever he
might have revised in his text in the meantime, the offensive character as inter-
preted by Ottolini remained. The flaws in the censors’ eyes finally turned out to
be fatal for Kircher’s Etruscan Journey. In his last extant letter to Orsucci, on 17
February 1669, Kircher confessed that he had given up hope that the book would
see the light of day, if the General did not pass it to some other censors.*! It is un-
likely, therefore, that Kircher continued his efforts at revision and resubmission.
For this publication he may have transformed his Etruscan Journey into a Tuscan
Atlas (Atlas Thuscus) that above all should have been a rich source of maps and
illustrations.® In the end, the book on Etruria never appeared, though Kircher’s
publisher was still advertising the Etruscan Journey in 1678.4 This time Kircher
had capitulated to censorship, but this time only. His other books were all pub-
lished. Moreover, he had already found his own way to cope with censorship.

2. Disregarding the Censors

How did Kircher respond to his censors? When writing to the General on 4 May
1657, Duneau stated several arguments against the Second Ecstatic Journey. In
his final point, he reemphasized what he had already stated in the beginning:
“The two other Revisors approved the book only on the condition that a large
part should be deleted and another part emended.”** Stressing the extent of
changes that the censors required reinforced Duneau’s personal opinion that
the General should suppress the whole book or have it reexamined by other cen-
sors. To make this appear even more advisable in Kircher’s case, Duneau added:
“especially, as we know from experience, that in his books hitherto printed the
author has not emended all that I wanted to be corrected.”> The final argument
is the strongest Duneau put forward, since all examinations and all corrections
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were in vain if books were printed without being revised according to censor-
ship. Alleging that Kircher disregarded censorship was a serious accusation.
Since Duneau had become Revisor General only four years earlier, having ex-
amined two of Kircher’s printed books, this statement seems a bit problematic.
By 1657, Kircher had published eleven books in twenty-three years of living in
Rome. Thus Duneau’s own experience of Kircher’s publication history was
rather limited and did not justify the general terms in which he made his accu-
sation, presenting Kircher’s disregard as a known fact (experientia constat) that
was evident in his books printed up to that point (hactenus impressis).

It is possible, however, that Duneau based his accusation on the experience of
Kircher that the College of Revisors had hitherto. Did its members know that
Kircher did not correct his books before printing, as enjoined by the censors?
Duneau’s statement is ambiguous. Further support is needed for his allegation,
since his motives were clear: he wrote to the General in order to convince him
not to allow the publication of the Second Ecstatic Journey. The stronger his de-
nouncement of Kircher, the riskier it was for the General to support publication
and the more likely that Kircher would have his book suppressed as a penalty for
former as well as current transgressions. Remember that it was not the General
Nickel but the Roman Provincial who gave the facultas for the publication of the
Second Ecstatic Journey. For this reason Duneau’s letter may have had some ef-
fect, though no major consequences: the Second Ecstatic Journey was published,
Kircher’s next book came out the following year, and there do not seem to have
been any disciplinary measures taken against Kircher.

However, Duneau was not the first person to suggest that Kircher disre-
garded the censors. Five years earlier, in 1652, in the report on the first tome of
the Egyptian Oedipus (Oedipus Aegyptiacus), Nicolaus Wysing, one of the five
Revisors General and probably the chairman*® for this censorship, made a sep-
arate statement at the end of the letter:

I fear that the work done by the Fathers Revisors censoring this book will not be of
much use: Recently yet in that Synopsis he has complied with the censure of the
same fathers only as far as and how he himself wanted to. Further in person he told
me once that he had noticeably augmented his book Obeliscus Pamphilius after it
had been examined by the censors; and so I hear that he has also boasted some-
where that because of his experience in these things he can safely make use of this
practice. Finally I have seen too that in a work to be printed (i.e., at the time of
printing), Father Athanasius has once changed things at least regarding the order
in such a way that it could not easily be detected if he has observed or ignored the
censure. As it seems to me that this may extremely prejudice our censorship, I have
considered that it should be made known to the providence of His Father.#”

Thus Wysing, too, denounced Kircher to the General for disregarding and eluding
censorship. Furthermore, he gave explicit details of Kircher’s tactics. Changing and
adding anything after the censors had examined the book was explicitly forbidden
and punishable according to the Rules for Revisors General.*® Much more serious,
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Wysing impugned Kircher’s intent because he felt that Kircher had rearranged his
text during publication in order to make the censored passages irretrievable. He
had not made all the corrections imposed on him by the censors as condition for
publication, and instead he rearranged the order of passages in the book in order
to conceal his noncompliance. More strongly, Wysing accused Kircher of integrat-
ing whole new parts into his Pamphilian Obelisk (Obeliscus Pamphilius) while it
was in press. Publishing a book that partly had been neither examined nor ap-
proved, he plainly had circumvented the Jesuit system of censorship.

Certainly any Jesuit author who so blatantly disregarded the system should
have been subjected to some punitive measures. But why would Kircher him-
self have reported his illicit practice to Wysing? He probably did not know
Wysing was one of the censors of the Pamphilian Obelisk, but he would have
known that he was a General Revisor (Wysing had been called to the Collegio
Romano to accept this position). Did Kircher openly dare to defy a censor in
person? If he did not know that Wysing was a Revisor General when he al-
legedly made these remarks, he was nevertheless defying the system of censor-
ship—for neither the first nor the last time—and boasting loudly enough
about it to be heard by a Revisor General. Here we see the bragging Kircher, as
he is characterized in so many censorship reports, who felt that his rights as an
author superseded the wishes of the censor.

In his accusation, Wysing mentioned by title two books in which he had wit-
nessed Kircher’s disregard. For Kircher’s Pamphilian Obelisk he had written a let-
ter of conditional approval two years before. His claims that Kircher integrated a
whole new part into the book going to print are hard to verify. The manuscript
no longer exists, but there are two censorship reports on the Pamphilian Obelisk.
Comparing them with the printed work does not make clear if Wysing’s accusa-
tion is grounded. The Synopsis he cited as a recent case of Kircher’s disregard can
only be the Idea oedipi Aegyptiaci that Wysing examined just two months before
his denunciation. This Idea of the Egyptian Oedipus is a work that is unknown to
us. However, it must have been published, or at least Wysing claimed to have
seen it in print. Otherwise Wysing’s statement would not make sense. A “Synop-
sis” is also mentioned in another censorship report on the Egyptian Oedipus.*® It
appears to have been an overview of the Egyptian Oedipus.

Fifteen years earlier, an “Idea or Outline of the Egyptian Oedipus” had ap-
peared in Kircher’s Coptic Forerunner.> Similarly, several parts of the Egyptian
Oedipus also contained overviews, each called “Synopsis,” placed at the begin-
ning of different sections. These synopses are not simply condensed tables of
contents, which appeared at the end of each tome, nor did they follow strictly
the order of the text or the expressions and headings as used in the text. The
synopses were in some way independent from the printed book; they may have
been written before the Egyptian Oedipus had its definitive form. Perhaps the
overviews of all tomes had been printed together under the title Idea of the
Egyptian Oedipus—a title under which Kircher had previously outlined his
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work in a similar form. The unknown Idea of the Egyptian Oedipus is probably
a collection of these synopses published later within the Egyptian Oedipus.
Confronting the synopses of the Egyptian Oedipus with the censorship report
on the Idea of the Egyptian Oedipus further supports this idea.5!

Why would Kircher have printed an overview before publishing the book it-
self¢ He could have made use of this printed survey for promoting his book and
winning further patronage. The printing of the Egyptian Oedipus was a lengthy
and very costly affair. Perhaps the printed outline made the project more attrac-
tive to patrons. However, we have no evidence of this reason for publishing the
Idea. Moreover, the Idea remained unknown to outside readers. An internal rea-
son for printing the book’s overview in advance is more likely. The censorship
report tells us that the censors were considering whether the first part of the sec-
ond tome of the Egyptian Oedipus could be printed, “in order to preserve the
whole work’s distribution as certified by the already printed Synopsis.”>2 Thus
the printed survey served as a guideline for examining subsequent parts of the
book. Having approved the outline of the work, the censors could hardly cancel
or completely disapprove of entire sections. Restraining censors from substan-
tial interventions in judging, the printed synopsis functioned as a guarantee for
the whole project. Subsequent censoring would be limited to less relevant issues
than the work’s form, intention, and argument. Kircher’s long-planned Egyptian
Oedipus would safely appear as long as he followed the structure and content of
the printed synopsis. This may have been the sole reason for printing beforehand
the synopses of all parts of the work under the title Idea of the Egyptian Oedipus.

Confronting the censorship report on the Idea of the Egyptian Oedipus with
the later published synopses, we can see how Kircher disregarded his censors. The
letter of conditional approval singled out four passages to be emended, quoting
the text of the manuscript and prescribing clearly how to revise it in order to pre-
sent the outlined work in a more modest way.>> Where Kircher had written that his
first Syntagma would reveal the Nile’s origin, up to now “unknown” (incognitam),
the censors wanted him to write “not so exactly perceived” (non ita exacte perspec-
tam). Instead of promising in his fourth Class many things so far “by nobody
known” (a nemine intellecta), following the censors he should have promised
only things “not so easily known” (non ita facile intellecta). Kircher saved as much
as possible from his more appealing wording in the printed version of the syn-
opses. He had simply added in both cases “perhaps” (forsan). In the latter he re-
placed “by nobody known” with “not by anyone known.” In the third passage,
forced by the censors to emend the “unheard-of” (inaudita) theory by adding just
“perhaps” (fortassis), Kircher now disdained to make further use of this modifier.
In the printed version, his theory instead becomes one “given by nobody as I
know” (a nemine, quod sciam, tradita). Thus Kircher here again refused to revise
his text as prescribed, sticking to his superlative diction.>* What appears to be not
much more than a play of words was in the end still a censure. To disregard these
injunctions was to disregard the system of censorship. Since nothing substantial
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was at stake here, Kircher’s form of disregard may indeed have been a provoca-
tion. Perhaps Wysing took this seriously because he had chaired the committee.
When he accused Kircher of having complied with the censure “only as far as and
how he himself wanted to,” Wysing indicated his own intransigent attitude as a
censor who had not received the respect he felt he deserved.

As far as we know, there were no consequences for Kircher’s misbehavior.
Perhaps the circumstances may account for this. Wysing accused Kircher in a
letter he wrote to Alexander Gottifredi just ten days after the latter had been
elected General.5> He was trying to impress the Society’s new leader with his
account of Kircher’s lack of discipline. Perhaps he hoped that the new General
would not notice what we can now see clearly: the several instances reported
by Wysing were actually all related to only two of Kircher’s books (see the ap-
pendix). When Wysing denounced Kircher in 1652 for having rearranged the
order of a book in press, he might have meant the Pamphilian Obelisk, if it was
really based on his own experience as a censor (expertus quoque sum). In this
instance, he was right to question Kircher’s sincerity in making changes, since
comparing the printed work with Wysing’s letter of conditional approval
yields at least one clear case of disregard. Wysing asked him to indicate that
what he quoted from Konstantinos Psellos was an error in faith. Kircher, how-
ever, chose not to add this comment to his Greek and Latin quotations.5

Six weeks after Wysing denounced Kircher’s lack of discipline, General
Alexander Gottifredi died. Before his death, he received the letter of confirma-
tion and signed the imprimatur for the first tome of the Egyptian Oedipus.5?
Thus the censorship for this tome was finished, and Gottifredi’s successor,
General Goswin Nickel, received the censorial letters for the following parts of
Kircher’s Egyptian Oedipus. It was Nickel, however, who had received the cen-
sorship report on the Idea of the Egyptian Oedipus, as he had been Vicar Gen-
eral of the order, so he surely knew something of these controversies. As it
turns out, however, Gottifredi’s sudden death as well as Wysing’s departure
from Rome in the same year ensured that there were no consequences.

Perhaps it was Kircher’s experience in eluding censorship that led him to
boast of this fact. On 9 February 1652, the members of the College of Revisors
had signed the letter of confirmation for the first tome of the Egyptian Oedipus.
Given his intransigence in regard to Kircher’s synopsis, Wysing would hardly
have been willing to compromise about the content of another work censored
under his leadership. It is unlikely that he would have given his signature to the
letter of confirmation if he had realized that Kircher, again, had disobeyed his
orders. Once again, this letter was sent to Gottifredi in Wysing’s hand. The cen-
sors confirmed that the first tome had been corrected according to their instruc-
tions. However, comparing the printed tome with the censorship report reveals
that Kircher, once again, had not made all the changes. Either the manuscript the
censors saw to verify Kircher’s corrections was not the same one that went to
press, or they did not do their work diligently enough. Or perhaps not all of the



Kircher and His Critics * 91

censors were as intransigent as Wysing, who in accordance with rule 5 for Revi-
sors had to follow the majority in signing the letter of confirmation, even if he
did not agree with it personally. Wysing’s participation seems to warrant the
conclusion that the censors did their work diligently. But perhaps this is one of
Kircher’s examples of how he used “his experience in these things” to elude the
censors, possibly by changing his text for its examination and thereafter revising
it further to his satisfaction once he had the censors’ approval.

The first volume of the Egyptian Oedipus appeared when Wysing was about
to leave Rome in late 1652, or had already departed. Under close examination,
Kircher had a lot to do to satisfy his critics. The censors had pointed out nine
general features and fourteen passages in detail that they wanted him to emend.
They criticized Kircher no less than ten times for exaggerating in describing
himself and praising his work. What he might have lost in self-description by
revising these self-laudatory passages, he probably regained largely by taking up
the censors’ suggestion to shorten his preface (“Prooemium”) and to begin his
book by writing something about his project in general.?® This foregoing de-
scription as proposed by the censors became Kircher’s “Propylacum agonis-
ticum,” which he placed at the beginning of tome 1 before the preface.®® He also
profited from censorship by learning that the Rhone does not traverse Lake
Zurich, which, as the censors remarked, everyone knows “who has once taken a
glance at a map.”s! Changing his Lake Zurich to Lake Geneva, Kircher get rid of
a passage that was a bit embarrassing for someone who even on the same page
pretends to explain the origin of European rivers by a theory of subterranean
reservoirs that would be fully demonstrated only in his Subterranean World.2
Since this work was published thirteen years later, the censors could not under-
stand how the Swiss Alps should be the origin of so many rivers arising far away
from Switzerland. Hence they wanted Kircher to correct what obviously must
be false.6> Here, however, Kircher did not follow them, since it was thus his the-
ory and further an occasion to draw attention to another forthcoming work
that was widely advertised and anticipated.

Making use of censorship seems not to have changed anything in Kircher’s at-
titude to the censors. Kircher continued to show a certain contempt for his cen-
sors beyond 1652, demonstrating his disrespect most clearly in a letter that he
sent in response to a censure, probably in 1654. That spring Kircher received a
copy of the report on the third tome of his Egyptian Oedipus.®* The censors had
approved printing only on condition that several changes be made. In general the
practice of sending copies of the judgment (without the signature of the censors)
allowed censors and authors to communicate with each other, to the extent that
the author had the opportunity to reply to his censors. When authors seized this
opportunity, they usually did so by composing lengthy letters of defense in order
to justify their writing and to salvage as much as they could. Sometimes this gave
rise to an exchange of several letters between the author and his censors.% Kircher
did not take this approach, however. He did not even consider it worth his time to
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find a clean sheet of paper on which to write his response to his critics. Instead he
made his comments right on the copy of the censors’ judgment, simply annotat-
ing in between the lines the several points of the censure (see appendix). This
nonchalance might even suggest that his annotations were made for personal use
only. But the fact that Kircher sent it back to the censors in this form manifests his
irreverence for their authority. The copy annotated in his hand and filed together
with the original judgment is preserved in the archive of the Curia generalis.
Where he agreed with the censors, he seems to have made a few minor changes.
Where he disagreed, the offending passages remained and were printed.

3. The Holes in the System

In 1657, Duneau referred to Kircher’s indiscipline as to a known fact (experientia
constat)—a fact that we now know was already apparent to Wysing in 1652.
Duneau arrived in Rome the same year that Wysing departed for Germany. They
did not necessarily meet. Wysing was replaced by Le Roy. Duneau was called as
Revisor for the French assistancy, replacing Honoré Nicquet (Honoratius Nic-
quetus, 1585-1667), and took up his job only in 1653.66 Although Wysing did not
want his fellows to know of his denunciation,®” they certainly knew about
Kircher’s illicit practices, from Wysing himself, from their greater experience, and
also perhaps from hearsay. Thus Kircher’s indiscipline was somehow a known
fact at least among the Revisors during the five years between the two accusations.

While the censors knew what Kircher was likely to do to books in press, they
did not seem to have any way to prevent his transgressions. Kircher continued
to neglect following the censors’ recommendations, or at least followed them
only as far as he chose. Further comparison between the censorship reports
and the printed works shows not only that Kircher neglected to make all the
changes in the first tome of the Egyptian Oedipus, but also that he ignored the
censors’ advice about what to do with the second tome, before Wysing de-
parted, as well as with his Ecstatic Journey, which was examined by Duneau.
How did he get away with it? We have no information about any disciplinary
measures taken against him. Obviously there were none. He continued to pub-
lish books. The four parts of the Egyptian Oedipus appeared between 1652 and
1655.%8 From 1656 to 1658, he brought out a book a year, and in between he
published the third edition of his Magnet (Magnes) (1654).

Recall that Kircher did not even emend everything in the Second Ecstatic Jour-
ney. Duneau had warned in his letter that Kircher would not follow the censors’
advice. Here, at least, the General may have reacted to some degree by not giving
the imprimatur. We can interpret this as a form of criticism he adopted toward a
book likely to provoke a scandal similar to the one occasioned by the Ecstatic
Journey. The Revisors verified the manuscript of the Second Ecstatic Journey and
signed a letter of confirmation.® For the printed version, however, Kircher had
not reduced the three dialogues to two, nor did he remove the figure of Hydriel,
the watery spirit who appeared in the first dialogue as the mouthpiece for
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Kircher’s geology. His disobedience could be read merely from the title of his
published book. Duneau had denounced Kircher to the General precisely for not
having made all the changes in his printed works, and this was true even in the
critical case of the Second Ecstatic Journey.

But we should hardly be surprised by this. Perhaps what is surprising is that
Wysing and Duneau both expected Kircher to fully obey the injunctions. It
seems to have been the case that not all censors were as intransigent as these two,
perhaps reflecting disagreements within the Society of Jesus regarding what
counted as orthodoxy. The experience they had as Revisors denouncing Kircher
was roughly comparable. Wysing had been in his fourth year and Duneau in his
fifth at the time they made their accusations. Both had censored two of Kircher’s
printed works. Their experience was equal and equally less than that of their fel-
lows. Both being of sanguine character,” they were zealous enough to verify also
the printed versions. Since changing the corrected text while the work was in
press was forbidden by the Rules for Revisors, they were certainly not the only
ones to have thought that this stage mattered in controlling the appearance of
books in print. But they were the only censors who decided to take Kircher’s dis-
regard of the system seriously enough to denounce him to the General.

How seriously did Jesuit authors take the censors’ injunctions in general?
We might interpret Kircher’s pragmatic disregard as a certain degree of tacit
freedom that the system granted. Kircher felt free to ignore his censors, but he
did not ignore censorship totally. He did not print anything without approval,
nor did he publish anything that was explicitly forbidden. Yet how can we rec-
oncile his definition of obedience with the rule about not changing the text
after it had been examined and corrected?

If further it happens after the correction that the author without the superiors’
knowledge adds or changes anything that is of any moment, the superiors would
consider punishing him severely according to the gravity of the offense.”!

This last passage of rule 15 for the Revisors attached conditions to the punishment
as well as to the changes for them to be illicit. Only modifications “of any mo-
ment” mattered. Superiors punished these changes according to the gravity of the
offense. In other words, an insignificant modification could be made even after
the manuscript had been corrected. The definition of a modification “of any mo-
ment” was open to interpretation. This gave Jesuit authors room to maneuver.”

If, as his books went to press, Kircher only made modifications that he him-
self considered insignificant, he could do so with an easy conscience. If there
were Revisors who would verify the printing and did not agree with him on
this point, then they passed on their dilemma to the judgment of their superi-
ors. Punishment was at their discretion. Thus, should they agree with Kircher
on the insignificance of his modifications, there was no offense and hence no
punishment. Yet Kircher would still have had problems integrating a whole
new part into a book that had already been corrected, as Wysing had reported
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regarding the Pamphilian Obelisk. Even this, however, would have been legally
possible. The rule refers only to those changes and additions that the author
makes without his superiors’ knowledge (insciis Superioribus). If Kircher had
informed them, the integration of a new part would obviously not have been
illicit. In the end, Kircher depended on his superiors to do what he did safely.
In the last instance, he relied on his good relations with the General.

Reminding ourselves that any decision within the Society of Jesus depended
quite a lot on the General may seem rather obvious. Certainly the General was
not only free to follow the censors, but also to alter the conditions they had im-
posed for printing.” However, he would do this at his own risk and could get
into conflict with his Revisors if they felt strongly about a particular book.”*
Nevertheless, the General could and did decide which corrections Jesuit au-
thors had to make, which in some instances entailed relieving them from some
or even all of the censors’ injunctions. Such a practice was, in essence, a second
judgment. No other document exists, beyond the printed book itself manifest-
ing the disregard of the censors’ injunctions, that verifies to what extent dis-
crepencies between the General and the Revisors played a role in giving Kircher
the freedom to disobey the latter. The letters of confirmation regarding
Kircher’s books make it clear that he was not always exempted from following
the rules of the system, even if he did not make all the changes requested. Since
the censors confirmed that the manuscript had been corrected, Kircher could
not have been entirely freed from injunctions by the General. This brings us
back again to the last passage of rule 15 above. According to this passage,
Kircher needed superiors to count on in case the Revisors decided to check the
printed work. For this kind of support, perhaps not even the General was al-
ways needed. The Roman Provincial and the rector of the Collegio Romano, for
example, were of higher rank than the Revisors within the Society of Jesus.
They fit the definition of superiors, as mentioned in the rule.”s

Careful reading of the decisive passage of rule 15 shows that there was a hole
in the system of censorship—a hole, however, that was open only to those who
were in good standing within the Order and who had good relations with their
superiors. Kircher occupied exactly this sort of position with the Society. We do
not know with certainty if Kircher knew the rules or knew them well enough to
have construed these possibilities in coping with censorship. But he was the
most prolific Jesuit author of the mid—seventeenth century, so who but Kircher
would know how to work the system? If Wysing’s report was correct, he at least
considered his pragmatic disregard sufficiently orthodox to be willing to men-
tion it directly to a Revisor General. Obviously he was right to say that “because
of his experience in these things he can safely make use of this practice.”7¢

After the Second Ecstatic Journey, the next book examined by the Revisors
was the severely disapproved Great Art of Knowing in 1660. We know that they
dealt with it harshly, even though it eventually was published. This, however, is
the last report signed by Revisors General regarding Kircher’s books. There-
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after, the extant letters are all written by censors extraordinary—specialists in
each of Kircher’s individual subjects rather than permanent members of the
College of Revisors with long experience reading Kircher. In the same year,
Kircher had his Ecstatic Journey reissued by his friend Kaspar Schott and under
his friend’s name in Wiirzburg. After 1665, Kircher published nearly all his
books in Amsterdam. They appeared with a Roman imprimatur, but regarding
their censors we have no documents. We can only suggest how Kircher’s rela-
tion to censorship may have developed further.

After the disapproval of the Great Art of Knowing in 1660, Kircher’s writings
were exclusively given to censors extraordinary (see the appendix). The subject
matter treated in these writings only partly accounts for this practice. A book
on miracles such as Kircher’s Investigation of Prodigious Crosses (Diatribe de
prodigiosis crucibus) could have just as well been examined by the Revisors
General. Since the latter examined the Second Ecstatic Journey, it is rather sur-
prising that not even one of the numerous censorship reports on Kircher’s
Subterranean World was written by a Revisor General.

Jesuits acting as censors extraordinary for Kircher had a different attitude
toward censorship than the official position of the Revisors General. Censors
extraordinary did not simply approve whatever Kircher wrote. In these final
years, he received two conditional approvals and one disapproval for which we
have documents. In general, however, the censors extraordinary seem to have
been less conservative than the Revisors General.”” For example, they noted
Kircher’s incongruities with Aristotle but did not make him revise the text.”s
Some of Kircher’s censors extraordinary seemed to plainly contradict the sys-
tem they supposedly upheld. The team of censors extraordinary that exam-
ined Kircher’s Investigation of Prodigious Crosses took almost a whole page to
list arguments against its publication. But they did not force Kircher to wait for
their approval: “if the author, however, decides by himself to publish it right
now, we indicate some things to be emended before.””® Publication, it seems,
was now at the author’s discretion. One censor extraordinary, Philippus
Rochaeus,?® literally collaborated with Kircher in the final stages of preparing
the Subterranean World for publication. He approved it after going over errors
“which the author, partly in my presence, corrected very promptly and with
religious modesty, and partly promised that he would correct completely.”s!

The Rules for Revisors forbade this kind of trust and collusion, yet
Rochaeus did not hesitate to mention it openly in his censorial letter to the
Vicar General Gian Paolo Oliva.8? Oliva seems to have been satisfied, since
Rochaeus wrote two reports on the second tome of the Subterranean World the
following year. Censoring Kircher had become an act of collaboration with the
Society’s famous author. The system continued to offer some modest supervi-
sion, but it also ensured that his books would appear.

Giving books only to censors extraordinary might have been a way to avoid
further conflicts between the Revisors, Kircher, and also perhaps the General
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himself. Kircher’s critics, Le Roy and Duneau, remained Revisors General as long
as Kircher published books. Certainly both were familiar with Kircher’s disregard
of censorship, and both had judged Kircher’s Great Art of Knowing severely in
1660. The disapproval of this book may have precipitated a crisis in Kircher’s rela-
tion with the College of Revisors General as well as brought about the turning
point in the Society’s censorship of his works. Thereafter, he somehow opted out
of the system by directing his book manuscripts to the censors extraordinary.
Since it was always the General who decided who should examine Kircher’s
books, Oliva played no small role in this affair. In the end, respecting the College
of Revisors General and its rules turned out to be less important for the Society of
Jesus than the glory that Kircher’s publications could win for their Order.

Notes

* 1 thank NaF6G Berlin and the DAAD for my research stay in Rome, Justin Erik Halldér
Smith for proofreading my essay, and Paula Findlen for helping to edit the English and for
her suggestions concerning the conclusion of this essay. I thank Daniel Stolzenberg for
sharing with me his transcripts of the censorship documents for Kircher’s Oedipus Aegypti-
acus and Obeliscus Pamphilius. He discusses these in “Utility, Edification, and Superstition:
Jesuit Censorship and Athanasius Kircher’s Oedipus Aegyptiacus” in The Jesuits II: Cul-
tures, Sciences, and the Arts, 1540—1773, ed. John O’Malley, Steven Harris, T. Frank Kennedy,
and Gauvin Bailey (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, forthcoming). Stolzenberg will
also publish the transcripts of the judgments in a separate article. I also thank Michael J.
Gorman and Nick Wilding for their Athanasius Kircher Correspondence Project.
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3. Villoslada 1954, pp. 335, 325.

4. On Jesuit censorship, see Lamalle 1981; Baldini 1985; 1984b; 1984a; 1992, pp. 75-119;
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109n42, 43. For the version of tenth Congregation, see Institutum 1892-93, vol. 3, pp.
65—68, and the modification in rule 15 in Institutum 1892-93, vol. 2, pp. 374-375.

10.  Institutum 1892-93, vol. 3, pp. 66—67, no. 6 references the Ratio Studiorum (1599) in rela-
tionship to censorship practice. See Lukacs, Monumenta Paedagogica, 1965-92, vol. 5: 380
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Rules for Revisors no. 2: Institutum 1892-93, vol. 3, p. 65; for the rules of 1601, paragraph 1:
Baldini 1992, p. 85.

On provincial censorship, see Hellyer 1996; and Heigel 1881.

There are nineteen reports from Revisors General and twenty-nine from censors extraordi-
nary. Kircher himself had been counselor censor; for his intrigue regarding Giambattista
Riccioli see Gorman 1998, pp. 139-144. Censures written by Kircher are preserved in Archivio
della Pontificia Universita Gregoriana, Rome (hereafter APUG) 558, fols. 80r—81v; APUG
561, fols. 103r—v, 101r—v; APUG 563, fols. 102r—v.

The reports are listed in chronological order. The names of Revisors General are printed in
capitals. The names are in the Latin or vernacular form used by the censor. The censorship
reports on Kircher are: ARSI FG 656, fols. 194r-196v; EG 661, fols. 29r-34v; FG 663, fols.
133r—135v, 306r—v, 312r-327v, 3273r-v; FG 667, fols. 609r-613v, 615r-619v; FG 668, fols.
389r—401v; FG 675, fols. 247r—248v.

There are no reports for works after 1665, and the report on the Lingua Aegyptiaca restituta
(Rome, 1643) is missing. If the “Thesaurus linguae Coptae” (ARSI FG 667, fol. 619r) really
is the Coptic lexicon published in Lingua Aegyptiaca (despite the early date of the censure),
then according to the Rules for Revisors, there must have been at least a second censorship
report according to the Rules for Revisors that discussed its other aspects. The Report of
Specula melitensis (Naples, 1638) is not missing; it was certainly examined and approved, as
Kircher was not yet back in Rome. The second editions of Magnes (Cologne, 1643) and
Scrutinium pestis (Leipzig, 1659) were not examined; they were printed with the Roman
imprimatur of the first edition, and Magnes additionally with a facultas for the printer
(signed on 13 March 1643 by Gosvinus Nickel, Provincial of Lower Rhine).

In this letter (ARSI FG 675, fol. 247r—248r), Franciscus Le Roy refutes six forbidden propo-
sitions that an anonymous critic had deduced from Kircher’s Itinerarium exstaticum (Ecsta-
tic Journey). This letter had been used by Kaspar Schott for writing his apologeticon of
Kircher in the second edition of the book under the title Iter extaticum coeleste, 1660, pp.
485-509 (here pp. 491-509). See Camenietzki 1995a; and 1995b, pp. 173-183. Siebert, 2002.
Here the censors refer to standard negative definitions given in the Rules for Revisors, spec-
ifying what books must not contain (Institutum 1892-93, vol. 3, pp. 66—67, rules 6, 7). Sim-
ple approval can be short—a simple statement without justification approving publication:
ARSI FG 663, fols. 324r, 3273r.

Such comments typically suggested that a work more than satisfied the criteria for publica-
tion and were at the censors’ discretion to offer (Institutum 1892-93,vol. 3, p. 67, rule 8). In
these cases, censors seemed to promote publication. Kircher got only two approvals with
comment from a Revisor General (ARSI FG 667, fol. 616r).

Eleven of sixteen censures blamed Kircher for bragging. Modesty had to be observed by Je-
suits, e.g., Institutum 1892-93, vol. 3, pp. 13-14, 67 (rule 8).

For these two kinds of censorship, Hellyer 1996, p. 325; Baldini 1984b, p. 573; 1984a, p. 17.
On the Jesuits and medicine, see Monumenta Ignatiana, 1934-38, vol. 2, pp. 470, 471.

ARSI FG 661, fol. 31r (censorship report on Scrutinium pestis). F. Duneau (Franciscus
Dunellus, 1599-1684), Revisor General for the French assistancy 1653—83; Sommervogel
1890, vol. 3, col. 279280, vol. 9, col. 265-266, vol. 11, col. 1685; Delattre 194957, vol. 1,
443-445; Riviere 1910. F. Le Roy (1592-1679), Revisor General for the German assistancy
1653-77; Sommervogel 1890, vol. 7, 255-256; Delattre 1949-57, vol. 2, pp. 258, 1188, 1283.
ARSI FG 661, fol. 31r. C. Arbizio (Celidonius Arbicio) was the Revisor General for the
Spanish assistancy, 1651-57.

Three testimonia from Roman doctors in Scrutinium pestis, 1658, fols. 7r—8r; those from
Hieronymus Bardi (9 June 1657) and Paulus Zacchias (s.d.) are in APUG 558, fol. 159r and
APUG 564, fol. 130r.

Goswinus Nickel (1584-1664), General from 1652 to 1664; Sommervogel 1890, vol. 5, col.
1706-1707; Crombach 1932-35.

Institutum 1892-93, vol. 3, p. 68, rule 5.

Camenietzki 1995a, pp. 26-27. Siebert, 2002. In 1646, Duneau himself provoked a scandal,
while rector of the college of Auxerre, publicly insulting the Sorbonne, the Jansenists, and
local notables present during one of his sermons. For more on this scandal, see Riviére 1910.
ARSI 663, fol. 135r.

See Rule for Revisors no. 8; the Society’s reputation is to be protected by all writings (rule
6): Institutum, 1892-93,vol. 3, p. 67.



98 ¢ Harald Siebert

30.

31.
32.
33.

34.

35.

36.
37.

38.

39.

40.

41.

42.

43.

44.
45.
46.

47.

48.
49.
50.
51.

The letter is in ARSI FG 663, fols. 314r—315v; the addendum referred to in the letter as
“folium distinctum” is in ARSI FG 663, fols. 317r-318r (copy in ARSI 663, fols. 312r-313r).
The letter of simple approval is in ARSI FG 663, fol. 316r. On Ottolini (Dominicus Ottoli-
nus, 1623-94), Sommervogel 1890, vol. 6, col. 8-9.

ARSI FG 663, fol. 314r.

ARSI FG 663, fol. 314r, and especially ARSI FG 663, fol. 318r.

ARSI FG 663, fol. 314v. Kircher’s Latium (1671) had been criticized for the same reason by the
Italian archaeologist Raffaele Fabretti (1618-1700). Fabretti’s corrections are dated 3 April
1672, published in Saggi 1735—41, vol. 3, pp. 221-236. See Silvia Bruni 2001, pp. 335-342.
Surpassing mediocrity was another requirement for the quality of Jesuit publications (Institu-
tum, 1892-93, vol. 3, p. 67, rule 8). It is a vague formula that Ottolini seeks to substantiate by
listing factual errors and deficient diligence on Kircher’s part, while claiming that his work did
not rise to the level of mediocrity: ARSI FG 663, fols. 314r, 315v. This formula, introduced by
General Muzio Vitelleschi in 1616, was open to interpretation and gave rise to a controversy
between Sforza Pallavicino and his censors: Costantini 1969, pp. 104—107; Baldini 1992, p. 89.
Institutum 189293, vol. 3, pp. 67-68, rule 7.4 and in general, rules 6, 15. See also Hellyer
1996, pp. 324-325n20.

ARSI FG 663, fol. 315v.

This account is preserved in APUG 559, fols. 24r-26v, with a letter from Orsucci dated 10
June 1663 (APUG 559, fols. 23r—v). Kircher’s letters to Orsucci are in the Archivio di Stato,
Lucca (hereafter ASLu). See Laurina Busti in Lo Sardo 2001, pp. 350-351. She mentions
also a relazione and two copies of it, sent to Kircher in 1663, that might be the same account
as preserved in APUG 559, fols. 24r-26v.

Kircher’s letter of 14 May 1666 in ASLu., G.B. Orsucci, n. 47, let. n. 164, c. 417. See Kircher’s
letter “dopo poco piu di un mese” in ASLu., G.B. Orsucci, n. 47, let. 169, c. 432 (Busti in Lo
Sardo 2001, p. 350). Duke August of Braunschweig-Wolfenbiittel also expected an immi-
nent publication, as discussed in a late letter to Kircher in June 1666: APUG 555, fols. 81r—v.
Kircher, 15 December 1668, in ASLu, G.B. Orsucci, n. 47, let. 269, c. 683 (Busti in Lo Sardo
2001, p. 350).

Yet Kircher received an account of another ancient Etrurian town, Orvieto, from Vincenzo
Durante in 1661 (APUG 564, fols. 128r—129v), a subject on which he was criticized only in
the letter of disapproval and not in the addendum.

ASLu, G.B. Orsucci, n. 47, let. 280, c. 742. We wonder why Kircher claimed that his Iter Het-
ruscum had already been approved “after a severe and long censorship” in a letter to
Leopoldo de’ Medici on 16 April 1661; see Mirto 1989, pp. 140-141. I thank Michael John
Gorman for having brought this correspondence to my attention.

Mirto 1989, pp. 132—134. Langenmantel 1684, p. 75. Kircher never refers to his later attempt
to publish a book on Etruria as the Iter Hestrucum in his letters to Florence (Mirto 1989, pp.
149-150, 159-162) or to Augsburg (Langenmantel 1684, pp. 64—68, 70-77, 78-83: calling it
an Atlas Thuscus).

See Sepibus 1678, pp. 61-66, esp. 64. According to Sommervogel 1890, vol. 4, col. 1073, the
manuscript was sent to Jansen in June 1678. He still planned to publish the book in 1688;
Mirto 1989, p. 134.

ARSI FG 661, fol. 30v.

ARSI FG 661, fol. 30v, 34r (the letter is separated by interposed folios).

The whole letter (ARSI FG 668, fols. 398r-399r) is written in Wysing’s hand. He may have
also presided over the censorship of the first part of the second tome of Oedipus Aegyptia-
cus before leaving for Germany in 1652 (ARSI Rom. 81 Cat.brev. 1650—1656: already absent
sub finem anni 1652). He became rector of the college in Dillingen and Altétting, and he
died in Munich in 1672. Born in Lucerne in 1601 and called to the College of Revisors Gen-
eral in 1649 (BNVE FG 1666), he spent a short period in an office often held for a lifetime.
Sommervogel 1890, vol. 8, col. 1309-1311, gives 1647-52 for Wysing’s stay in Rome.

ARSI FG 668, fol. 399r: This separate paragraph signed by Wysing on 1 February 1652. The let-
ter (ARSI FG 668, fols. 398r—399r) is signed by all Revisors General of 1652 except for Arbizio.
Rule 15 (last sentence): Institutum 1892-93, vol. 3, p. 68.

ARSI FG 668, fols. 391r—-392v, esp. 391r : “impressa iam Synopsi.”

Kircher 1636, pp. 333-338.

Synopses in Oedipus Aegyptiacus, vol. I: fol. 2v; I1.1: fol. 1v; I1.2: fol. 1v. The censorship re-
port on the Idea oedipi Aegyptiaci (ARSI FG 668, fol. 389r) is in Wysing’s hand and covers
half a letter page. The three tomes mentioned in the report are those of the Oedipus Aegyp-
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tiacus and not tomes comprised by the Idea itself (Kircher’s books of several tomes are all
examined separately tome by tome; see the appendix). Four passages are censored; three
can be identified in the Oedipus Aegyptiacus (the fourth is related to the third tome, where
there is no Synopsis in the printed book).

ARSI 668, fol. 391r: “ad salvandam totius operis distributionem, impressa iam Synopsi
consignatam.”

ARSI FG 668, fol. 389r.

Kircher 165255, vol. I: fol. 2v; I1.1: fol. 1v.

Alexander Gottifredi (1595-1652) was elected General on 21 January 1652, and he died on
12 March 1652. Since he had been Secretary of the Society under Muzio Vitelleschi (Gen-
eral, 1615-45), Gottifredi was certainly not unfamiliar with questions of censorship. On
Gottifredi, see Sommervogel 1890, vol. 3, col. 1623-1624.

ARSI FG 668, fol. 390r; Kircher 1650a, p. 270. The passage in question was “not only
the souls were produced from seed, but also all higher orders of being have their origin
from it.”

The original imprimatur signed by Gottifredi (12 February 1652) is kept in APUG 561, fol.
12r. See note 68.

ARSI FG 668, fol. 397r: “correctionem Tomi primi [ ... ] factam esse ad mentem Patrum
Revisorum, in data super eo censura expressam.”

ARSI FG 668, fol. 398v.

Kircher 1652-55, vol. 1, fols. 36r-45v (no page numbers).

ARSI FG 668, fol. 398v.

Kircher 1652-55, vol. 1, pp. 55-56.

ARSI FG 668, fol. 398v.

The copy with Kircher’s annotations is in ARSI FG 668, fols. 401r—v, and the original report
addressed to the General Nickel is in ARSI FG 668, fols. 400r—v. Kircher also received a copy
(APUG 561, fols. 91r—v) of the report on Oedipus Aegyptiacus, t. I1.2 (ARSI FG 668, fols.
396r-v).

Baldini 1992, p. 86.

BNVE FG 1666.

ARSI FG 668, fol. 399r.

The actual year of printing is given by the colophon at the end of each tome of Oedipus Ae-
gyptiacus. It is missing in tome I and varies for tomes II.1, I1.2 (each giving 1654 instead of
1653 on the title) as well as for tome III (giving 1655 instead of 1654). The imprimatur of
tome III in 1655 was given for all three tomes. The imprimaturs for the single tomes pre-
served in APUG are not printed (APUG 561, fols. 12r, 13r, 14r); they reflect the respective
dates of the printing licenses that appear on the titles of the tomes.

ARSI FG 663, fol. 134r. There were only three Revisors in 1657.

Thus they are described in the order’s second catalogue; Wysing: ARSI Rom 59 Cat.trien.
1649-1651, fol. 280v, no. 61; Duneau: ARSI Rom 60 Cat.trien. 1655-1658, fol. 61v, no. 29.
Institutum 1892-93, vol. 3, p. 68.

Hellyer 1996, p. 320.

Institutum 1892-93, vol. 3, p. 68, rule 15 (second half), indicates such a practice in regard to
the Provincial who should send his Revisors’ censures to the General and wait until the
General decides what actually had to be emended.

BNVE FG 1387, no. 23, fols. 381r-382r (written between 1644 and 1646) mentions a con-
flict between the General and his Revisors in regard to maintaining uniformity of doctrine
in publications.

BNVE FG 1666; Baldini 1992, p. 86.

Kircher, quoted according to Wysing’s separate statement: ARSI FG 668, fol. 399r.

Revisors General were mostly conservative: Baldini 1992, p. 82.

ARSI FG 663, fol. 327r: censorship report on Mundus subterraneus, t. I1.

ARSI FG 663, fol. 306r: “Si tamen haec statim edere apud se statuerit, [ ... ].

Philippus Rochaeus is not in Sommervogel or Polgir.

ARSI FG 663, fol. 319r.

Gian Paolo Oliva (1600-1681), General 1664-81. He was elected Vicar General on 7 June
1661 in order to assist the desperately ill Goswin Nickel. This include acts of censorship. See
ARSI FG 663, fol. 321r (Oliva signing imprimaturs for Kircher’s books) and the appendix.
On Oliva, see Sommervogel 1890, vol. 5, col. 1884-1892; vol. 9, p. 729; Suppl., col. 615-616;
and Polgar 1980-90, vol. 3.2, p. 604.



Appendix: List of Censorship Reports on Kircher

Book censored
Prodromus Coptus

Thesaurus Coptae linguae
Magnes

Ars magna lucis
Musurgia universalis, t. 1T
Musurgia universalis
Musurgia universalis, t. 1
Obeliscus Pamphilius

Idea oedipi Aegyptiaci

Oedipus Aegyptiacus, t. 1

Oedipus Aegyptiacus, t. 11.1

Magnes (third edition)
Oedipus Aegyptiacus, t. 11.2

Oedipus Aegyptiacus, t. 111

Itinerarium exstaticum

Iter exstaticum 11
Scrutinium pestis

Iter exstaticum 11

Scrutinium pestis
Ars magna sciendi
Iter Hetruscum
Diatribe

Iter Hetruscum

Mundus subterraneus, t. 1
Mundus subterraneus
Polygraphia nova

Mundus subterraneus, t. 11

Itinerarium exstaticum

Censorship report
Date and place of censorship
1635-Apr-12 Colleg. Rom.
1635-Apr-22 Colleg. Rom.
1635-Apr-23 Domus professa
1636-Feb-06 Romae
1639-Nov-28 Colleg. Rom.
1639-Nov-28 Colleg. Rom.
1644-Dec-17 Romae
1644-Dec-17 Colleg. Rom.
1644-Dec-28 Domus professa
1648-Jun-06 Colleg. Rom.
1648-Jun-08 Romae
1648-Jun-09 Colleg. Angl.
1648-Jun-14 Colleg. Rom.
1649-Nov-02 no place
1649-Nov-11 no place
1649-Nov-17 Colleg. Rom.
1651-Dec-02 no place
1652-Jan-31 Colleg. Rom.
1652-Feb-09 Colleg. Rom.
1652-May-05 Colleg. Rom.
1652-Aug-14 Colleg. Paenit.
1653-Jul-20 Colleg. Rom.
1654-Apr-25 Colleg. Rom.
1655-Nov-07 Colleg. Rom.
1655-Nov-13 Colleg. Rom.
1657-May-04 Colleg. Rom.
1657-May-04 Colleg. Rom.
1657-May-07 Colleg. Rom.
1657-Jul-23 Colleg. Rom.
1657-Oct-23 Colleg. Rom.
1660-May-15 Colleg. Rom.
1660-Sep-04 Domus professa
1660-Oct-07 Romae
1660-Nov-12 Romae
1662-Mar-25 Colleg. Hibern.
1662-Apr-16 Romae
no date no place
1662-Nov no place
1662-Nov-24 no place
1663-Jun-25 Colleg. Hibern.
1663-Jun-27 Romae
1663-Jul-03 Romae
1663-Jul-25 no place

no date

ARSI

FG 656 1961
FG 656 194r
FG 656 195r
FG 667 619r
FG 667 609r
FG 667 610r
FG 667 611r
FG 667 612r
FG 667 613r
FG 667 6161
FG 667 618r
FG 667 615r
FG 667 6171
FG 668 394r-v
FG 668 395r
FG 668 390r-v
FG 668 389r

FG 668 398r-399r

FG 668 397r

FG 668 391r-392v

FG 668 393r
FG 668 396r-v

FG 668 400r-v

FG 668 401r—v
FG 661 29 r—v

FG 661 33r
FG 661 32r

FG 661 31r

FG 661 30r—-v, 34r
FG 663 134r

FG 663 133r

FG 663 135r

FG 663 3161
FG 663 306r-v

FG 663 314r-315v
FG 663 317r-318r
FG 663 312r-313r
FG 663 319r

FG 663 320r

FG 663 321r

FG 663 322r

FG 663 323r-v
FG 663 324r

FG 663 3261

FG 663 3251

FG 663 327r

FG 663 327ar

FG 675 247r-248r




Document type
approval with comment
approval

approval

approval

approval

approval with comment
approval

approval

approval with comment
approval with comment
approval with comment
approval

approval with comment
approval on condition
approval with comment
approval on condition
approval on condition

approval on condition

confirmation

approval on condition

approval on condition
approval on condition

approval on condition

copy of FG 668 400r—v
approval on condition

confirmation
approval on condition

disapproval

disapproval
confirmation

confirmation

disapproval

approval
approval on condition

disapproval

add. FG 663 314r-315v
copy FG 663 317r-318r
approval

approval with comment
approval with comment
copy of FG 663 321r
approval on condition
approval

approval

approval

approval with comment
approval

defense letter

Censors

JORDINUS Antonius

BIDERMANNUS Jacobus

Kipfel Guilielmus

Lommelinus Ignatius

Rethi Jo. Baptista

Giattinus Jo. Baptista

Cripsius Joannes

Rethi Jo. Baptista

Inchofer Melchior

NICQUETUS Honoratus

Fabri Honoratus

Cripsius Joannes

Perez Antonius

Fabri Honoratus

Santius Leo

WYSING Nicolaus

ARBICIO Celidonius, D’ABREU Sebastianus,
NICQUETUS Honoratu, ROSSI Joan. Bap.,
WYSING Nicolaus,

D’ABREU Sebastianus, NICQUETUS Honoratus,
ROSSI Jo. Baptista, WYSING Nicolaus

D’ABREU Sebastianus,
NICQUETUS Honoratus, ROSSI Jo. Baptista,
WYSING Nicolaus

ARBICIO Celidonius, D’ABREU Sebastianus,
ROSSI Jo. Baptista, WYSING Nicolaus

Fabri Honoratus

ARBICIO Celidonius, LE ROY Franciscus, ROSSI
Jo. Baptista

ARBICIO Celidonius, DUNELLUS Franciscus,
LE ROY Franciscus, ROSSI Jo Baptista

ARBICIO Celidonius, DUNELLUS Franciscus,
LE ROY Franciscus, ROSSI Joan. Bap.

ARBICIO Celidonius

ARBICIO Celidonius, DUNELLUS Franciscus,
LE ROY Franciscus,

ARBICIO Celidonius, DUNELLUS Franciscus,
LE ROY Franciscus

DUNELLUS Franciscus

ARBICIO Celidonius, DUNELLUS Franciscus,
LE ROY Franciscus

DUNELLUS Franciscus,
LE ROY Franciscus

BASSANUS Michael, DUNELLUS Franciscus,
LE ROY Franciscus, LEYTANUS Martinus,
SOTELO Franciscus de

Casilius Ant.

Estmor Michael, Fabri Honoratus, Richeomus
Antonius

Ottolinus Dominicus

Rochaeus Philippus
Maurus Sylvester
Leone Franciscus Maria

Esparza Martini
Barrolus Daniel
Rochaeus Philippus
Maurus Sylvester
Talbot Gilbertus
Rochaeus Philippus
LE ROY Franciscus

Imprimatur
Date
1635-Apr-23

1639-Nov-30
1644-Dec-18
1648-Jun-16
1648-Jun-16

1648-Jun-16
no date

1655-Jan-12

in tome I

1653-Oct-29
in tome I

in tome I

1655-Nov-15

1657-Aug-02
1657-Nov-01

1657-Aug-02

1657-Nov-01
1665-Sep-01
1666-Jul-19

1661-Jan-21

1662-Apr-19
1662-Apr-19
1662-Dec-02

1662-Apr-19

(continued)
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Book censored
Prodromus Coptus

Thesaurus Coptae linguae
Magnes

Ars magna lucis
Musurgia universalis, t. I
Musurgia universalis
Musurgia universalis, t. T

Obeliscus Pamphilius

Idea oedipi Aegyptiaci

Oedipus Aegyptiacus, t.1
Oedipus Aegyptiacus, t. I1.1
Magnes (third edition)
Oedipus Aegyptiacus, t.11.2

Oedipus Aegyptiacus, t. 11T

Itinerarium exstaticum

Iter exstaticum 11
Scrutinium pestis

Iter exstaticum 11

Scrutinium pestis
Ars magna sciendi
Iter Hetruscum
Diatribe

Iter Hetruscum

Mundus subterraneus, t. 1
Mundus subterraneus
Polygraphia nova

Mundus subterraneus, t. 11

Itinerarium exstaticum

Signed by
Vitellescus Mutius

Vitellescus Mutius
Sangrius Carolus

Carrafa Vincentius
Carrafa Vincentius

Carrafa Vincentius
Montmorency Florence de

Nickel Goswinus

Nickel Goswinus

Nickel Goswinus

Rho Joannes
Nickel Goswinus

Rho Joannes

Nickel Goswinus

Oliva Joannes Paulus

Nickel Goswinus

Oliva Joannes Paulus
Oliva Joannes Paulus
Oliva Ioannes Paulus

Oliva Joannes Paulus

Praepositus Generalis

Praepositus Generalis
Vicarius Generalis

Praepositus Generalis
Praepositus Generalis

Praepositus Generalis
Vicarius Generalis

Praepositus Generalis

Praepositus Generalis

Praepositus Generalis

Praepositus Provincialis
Provinciae Romanae
Praepositus Generalis

Praepositus Provincialis
Provinciae Romanae

Praepositus Generalis

Praepositus Generalis

Praepositus Generalis

Vicarius Generalis
Vicarius Generalis
Vicarius Generalis

Vicarius Generalis

Book published
Date Place
1636 Rome
1641 Rome
1646 Rome
1650 Rome
1650 Rome
1650 Rome
1650 Rome
1652 Rome

1653 (1654)

1654
1653 (1654)

1654 (1655)

1656

1657
1658

1657

1658

1669

1661

1665
1665
1663

1665

Rome

Rome
Rome

Rome

Rome

Rome

Rome

Rome

Rome

Amsterdam

Rome

Amsterdam

Amsterdam

Rome

Amsterdam
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“The Censors’ Report with Kircher’s Comments”
source: ARSI, FG668, f.401rv

Admodum Rev|[erende] P[ate]r N[oste]r G[e]n[era]lis
Legimus tom. 3. Oedipi Aegiptiacia P. Athanasij Chircher, et illum iudicamu
luce dingum; censemus tamen debere in aliquibus perfici, et corrigi.

1. Continere videtur in stilo notabilem inaequalitatem iam enim eligan-
ter, iam nimis humiliter loqitur. [Kircher: Quantum decursu operis
fieri poterit, praestabimus desideratam emendationem].

2. Authoritates Grecorum interdum solum latine refert, ut pag. 268 Pla-
tonis verba. et pag. 345. verba Dionisij Areopagitae; interdum solum
graece illas refert; melius se geret author, si eas, et graece et latine
simul reponat. [Kircher: factum est quod praeceperant Censores]

3. Citationes et remissiones ad obeliscum Pamphilium, et repetitiones
ex ipso sunt pene innumerae in hoc tomo; posset in his adhiberi
aliquis modus; ne tedium pareret lectoribus. [Kircher: Alius modus
non est nisi ut citentur loca obelisci Pamphilij; si ita visum fuerit cen-
soribus quibus tamen in praecedentibus censuris non placuit tantarum
ex obelisco Pamphilio authoritatum repetitio.]

4. Intitulo et praefatione ad Imperatorem, et in operis decursu, aliqua in-
serit author in sui commendationem, quae videntur redolere iactan-
tiam; in quibus innuit se supra reliquos omnes mortales in hac rerum
notitia excellere. [Kircher: omissa sunt quae iactantiam redolent.]

5. titulus est longior et intricatior quam par sit. [Kircher: emendabitur]

6. fol. 4. Hierogliphicum definit sacrae rei simbolum saxis [Kircher:
sacris AEgyptiorum monumentis] insculptum, non apparet cur hi-
erogliphica ad saxa restringi debeant in definitione. [Kircher: dico me
definisse hoc loco hieroglyphicum pro communi sensu philologorum,
neque eorum definitio logica est [/] emendavimus tamen ubi apparet.]
fol. 6. [sic] Trismegistum ait fuisse regem maximum Aegipti, et tamen
subiungit floruisse tempore Abrahe Primo Faraone rerum in Aegipto
potiente. [Kircher: haec vera sunt uti fuse in Obelisco Pamphilio
docuimus fol. 35 & 97 alibique simul]

8. fol. 2. dicit nullam esse gentem tam barbaram, quae non utatur carac-
teribus. Contrarium liquet ex Canadensibus, et alijs. [Kircher: moder-
abitur assertio; hisce praepositio; Vix ulla natio.]

9. fol. 8. ubi de filijs Noe et de Cam loquitur, sensus est obscurior, nec
satis videtur coherens. [Kircher: locus totus FG 668 401 rv Oed.aeg. 111
[locus totus emendatus est]

X. fol. 20. Magna videtur polliceri de Bracmanum Caracteribus, cum postea,
quae de illis scribit non respondeant praemissis. [Kircher: emendatus est locus]
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Xi fol. 159. ex mente Aegiptiorum dicit Crucem ansatam esse potissimum con-
tra adversas potestates noctu dominantes amuletum, idque alias repetit. digna
est haec eruditio, ut alicuius scriptoris authoritate roboretur. [Kircher: vide
Obelisc. Pamphil. lib. 4. hierogrammatistas 20, ubi ex Mars [ilio], Ficino alijsque
assertam eruditionem confirmamus.)

Xii. Dum agit de Caracteribus Sinicis, dicit se, illa quae tradit accepisse a
P[at]re Michaele Boim legato misso ad summum Pontificem ab Imperatore, et
duabus Reginis Christianis, et ab Imperatore Sinarum Catechumeno; remit-
timus iudicio Paternitatis V[est]rae, an expediat ista scribi ab authore ¢ Romae
25. Aprilis 1654.; [Kircher: omnia omissa sunt, earum legationum P. Boym]
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“Quasi-Optical Palingenesis”
The Circulation of Portraits and the Image of Kircher*

ANGELA MAYER-DEUTSCH

Indeed, statues and images, since they are long-lasting, seem by direct inspection not
only to refresh the memory about absent persons, but also to represent a certain op-
tical palingenesis of those deceased.

—Theobald Miiller, 1577!

And if the expense were not so great, I would make the whole German Nation into a

name: but I must cut my coat according to my cloth.
—Kircher to Johann Georg Anckel, librarian and adviser of Duke August of
Brunswick-Liineburg, 16 July 16592

In this essay, I explore some ways in which images, texts, and names may be
combined in order to produce a certain form of presence of absent individu-
als, which is suggested by the term effigies. The ancient use of the term implies
the plastic, three-dimensional representation of the body in Roman, medieval,
and early modern funeral rituals. Effigies is the most frequently used term for a
portrait in postmedieval Latin, and quite often it still bears the meaning of
forming a physical image to produce a memorial presence of the deceased. The
complex memorial function of portraits—similar to the function of naming
the dead in liturgy—as well as the self-promotional function of circulating
portraits, forms the basis for my investigation of the role of portraits in the
museum and life of Athanasius Kircher.

Paolo Giovio (1483-1552), whose collection is the subject of the above
quotation from Theobald Miiller, was a physician, courtier, bishop, and above
all, the historian and custodian of the most admired portrait gallery of the six-
teenth century. He was patronized by the Farnese and Medici families, and vis-
ited by princes, artists, collectors, and scholars. That Giovio understood the
history of the world as a history of outstanding personalities is evident from
his numerous publications and from the Museo Giovio, the collection of por-
traits displayed from 1537 on in his villa near Como. His lifelong publication
project, the Elogia or Brief Lives of Illustrious Men, provided a literary image of
historic personalities. The first part, devoted to writers, was published in 1546;
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the second, on military men, appeared in 1551. Corresponding portraits hung
in Giovio’s gallery, but the published works did not include their reproduc-
tions, although Giovio had written to Daniele Barbaro of Venice in a letter of
1544 that “without the [accompanying] image the panels would seem com-
pletely mute and without spirit (genio).”? The fact that the texts were published
without images to give them life, probably due to technical and above all fi-
nancial problems, must thus have been a great disappointment for Giovio.
Only after his death was a selection of the images published (the 1575 Elogia
and the Vitae of 1576-78). Nevertheless, these works need to be considered as
texts with illustrating portraits—Bildnisvitenbiicher was the German term—
not as “portrait-books,” whose focus is the image. Only the Pictures of the
Musaeum lovianum Made by Artful Hand from Life (1577), in which the epi-
graph appeared, could be called a genuine portrait-book.

The portraits in the Museo Giovio were meant to be “painted biographies,”
and their value lay in their communication of the character, physiognomy, and
“likeness” of the subject, rather than in their aesthetic quality or the reputation
of their author.* Giovio wanted “true” portraits derived from supposedly “au-
thentic” pictures of the subject, and not merely from literary, perhaps imagi-
nary descriptions. Most of his works were thus copied from objects: medals,
coins, drawings, woodcuts, paintings (miniatures, frescoes, and paintings on
canvas or panel), and sculptures.

The declared aim of the museum was the optical palingenesis® of the dead,
meaning their optical rebirth or reproduction. What, then, did Giovio intend
to achieve with his museum? He sought to create a metaphorical reincarnation
of people who, having lived at different times, would not otherwise be able to
inhabit the same time and space, nor communicate with one another. Painted
“ad vivum,” in the sense of a substitute for the absent person, and depicted
with the greatest possible physiognomic resemblance, this rebirth promised to
create a deeper impression than that formed by images in the unassisted mem-
ory, in literary recollections, or in the auditory impressions used by preachers.
Following Alberti’s popular statement that pictures impress the soul, viewers
of the painting were to be affectively moved, first and foremost, and only sec-
ondarily taught.

Also at stake was the old paragone between word and image and the discus-
sion of the reliability of the senses, in which it was claimed that appealing to
the eye impresses more deeply than appealing to the ear. Since Giovio (or his
editor) used the word “optical” instead of “visual,” the idea of projection might
also have been at work. This idea culminates almost a century later—it seems
to me—in Kircher’s projections of pictures of the Resurrection on the walls of
his museum, with the help of the magic lantern.¢ In his letter to Anckel, the ad-
viser of the German duke August of Brunswick-Liineburg, Kircher writes that
“if the expense were not so great,” he would hang portraits of all Germans in
his gallery and thereby “make the whole German nation a name.” His ad-
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dressee, August, was a duke of minor importance, for whom the placement of
his likeness in the gallery would have had much greater meaning than for more
powerful rulers, as Paula Findlen has observed.” In this case the picture—in its
arrangement on the wall—makes the name and not the other way round; this
stands in marked contrast to the world of Giovio, where (despite the general
shift toward the image) the name still comes first. Occasionally, sixteenth-
century portrait-books included names without a corresponding image—the
print simply shows an empty frame—but never images without a correspond-
ing name. This shift becomes evident in a wider sense in the emblematic world
of Kircher: in the Musaeum Kircherianum, in addition to the portraits, optical
renderings of phrases or emblems, and architectural images were occasionally
projected on the walls. A famous (though in reality rather unspectacular) “ex-
periment” demonstrated by Kircher was the so-called palingenetic experiment,
or vegetable Phoenix, whose product, a small “plant” formed in vitriol, was
shown in the museum until cold weather caused it to break. The “plant” suppos-
edly grew out of its own ashes without sunlight and resembled the legendary
Phoenix rising from its ashes.® Kircher saw in this an analogical demonstration
of the biblical account of the Resurrection. Perceiving the inherent emblematic
qualities of this demonstration, Kircher employed it to commemorate Queen
Christina of Sweden’s celebrated conversion to Catholicism. Kircher showed the
queen the demonstration twice during her two visits to his museum.

The theme of regeneration and rebirth (palingenesis) was therefore treated
differently in the museums of Giovio and Kircher. But there were parallels: the
term optical, already used by Giovio with reference to a sixteenth-century por-
trait gallery, nicely links the experience of the portrait gallery to the experience
of the optical demonstrations that took place a hundred years later in the
Musaeum Kircherianum.

“Scholarly” Portraiture

In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, portraits were mainly realized in the
media of fresco, oil painting, the bust, and the tombstone. A major transforma-
tion in the fabrication and distribution of portraits came with the introduction
of portrait medals and portrait miniatures, the printing of one-page portraits,
as woodcuts or engravings, and later on, portrait-books.? The common feature
of these forms of portraiture is the potential to circulate multiple copies.

Medals, with the help of emblems, promoted the status of their inventor
and fostered patronage relationships.!? Scholars distributed them as personal
gifts, as did princes and noblemen. In 1519, the Flemish artist Quentin Metsys
designed a medal of a scholar, Erasmus of Rotterdam, of which various ex-
amples circulated in lead and bronze.!!

Portrait miniatures became an esteemed form of art and memento from
around 1530 until the nineteenth century. Hans Holbein was one of the early
leading practitioners of the genre. Miniatures could be kept in one’s pocket or
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in little drawers, might be set into jewelry or snuftboxes, and were used “to
humanize relations among people [ . . . ], to be bestowed by the subject upon
respected colleagues.”'2 It is this “humanizing” or familiarizing aspect of minia-
tures, medals, and portraits in circulation that provided their value in patronage
relations, as will be shown later.!3

The tradition of painted, drawn, or etched individual portraits of scholars
began with Hans Burgkmair’s etching of Conrad Celtis, the so-called Sterbebild
of 1508. This image, conceived by Celtis himself while still alive and composed in
the manner of a Roman tombstone monument, clearly anticipated the scholar’s
eventual memorialization after death. As discussed below, this theme received its
most extensive treatment in the portrait galleries. Cranach’s etchings of Luther
(c. 1525), Durer’s portraits of Philipp Melanchthon and Erasmus of Rotterdam
(1526), and Holbein’s various portraits of Erasmus dating from the 1520s and
1530s followed the Sterbebild. These representations of scholars in their studies
were based on the much older tradition of images of authors and of dedication
images in illuminations. Representations of Saint Jerome, the writing saint, in his
study provided the iconographic basis for almost all subsequent scholarly por-
traiture from the thirteenth century on. In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries,
ordering portraits became quite fashionable and their execution was highly val-
ued. The fact that Durer was so highly compensated for his portraits prompted
Lorenz Beheim, canon of Bamberg, to say in 1517: “Tanti est contrafacere.”!4

Some scholars and artists, Erasmus and Durer among them, pointed to the
general problem that the portrait of a scholar suggested expressing the ancient
commonplace that a scholar’s character would be better expressed through his
writings than his portrait. This topos had a very long tradition in the afore-
mentioned paragone of the artes (visual arts versus poetry), which drew upon
discussions concerning the reliability of the senses (the eyes versus the ears).
Durer’s famous portrait of Erasmus (1526) refers to this skeptical common-
place by integrating a Greek inscription (which translates into English as “the
bigger, better, more important will be shown by the writings”) in his engrav-
ing. He found it on the reverse of Quentin Metsys’s medal of Erasmus (1519),
which Durer himself possessed.!> The tradition of the representation of a spe-
cial group of scholars, namely mathematicians and astronomers,'¢ began with
Hans Holbein’s portrait of the mathematician and astronomer Nicolaus
Kratzer in 1528. Printing permitted this tradition to develop and establish it-
self quickly.'” Two principal features characterized its iconography: the repre-
sentation of the person at half-length in a physical space, and the activity of the
hands at a worktable with instruments of measurement and writing. These
images appear to serve a kind of collective commemorative function.

The Image of Kircher as an Engraved Effigies

The various etchings, lithographs, and drawings of Athanasius Kircher from
the seventeenth to the nineteenth centuries depict him at half-length, only
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once set in a physical space occupied with objects and furniture. The (mainly
posthumous) paintings show him at half- or full-length, sitting in a room at a
table with books, papers, and instruments close at hand. These surviving por-
traits depict him as a scholar—specifically a mathematician—and in one case
as a scholar and collector.

There is an apparent tension between the Jesuit Order’s crucial emphasis on
poverty, humility, and modesty and the existence and circulation of the effigies
(portraits) of distinguished Jesuits. As Michael John Gorman has emphasized,
the theological mistrust of portraiture among Jesuits can be traced to the Soci-
ety’s founder, Ignatius of Loyola: “In so far as Ignatius’s life story, in particular
his spiritual disciplining after his injury at the battle of Pamplona, came to
serve as a model for those entering the order, it is worth mentioning in the
context of self-effacement that Ignatius never allowed his portrait to be painted
while General of the Society—future portraits had to rely heavily on sketches
made at his deathbed and several death masks.”!8 Theological mistrust, the fear
of honoring the images themselves rather than their prototype, was reinforced
by the aforementioned topos concerning the inadequacy of the visual repre-
sentations of scholars. Consequently, no portraits exist for many Jesuit schol-
ars, including Christoph Grienberger and Kaspar Schott. This attitude appears
to be reflected in the fact that almost all the known portraits of Kircher derive
from a single image, an etching that reached its most refined state in 1664,
quite late in the scholar’s life (see Figure 4.1).

The earliest known portrait of Kircher was made for his fifty-third birth-
day, 2 May 1655, the first year of Alexander VII’s papacy.!® It was never in-
cluded in any of his publications. The half-length portrait is not fully worked
out, but remains a preliminary sketch. It presents the middle-aged Kircher
against a dark, roughly hatched, neutral background. His bearded but juvenile
face with a slight smile looks attentively at the viewer. Kircher’s clothes are
similar to those worn by Christoph Clavius (one of Kircher’s predecessors as
professor of mathematics at the Roman College) in an engraving by Francesco
Villamena from 1606: simple underclothes, mantello, and berretta.2° The por-
trait was made by the Dutch engraver Cornelis Bloemaert II (1603-92),%! son
of the painter Abraham Bloemaert.

A disciple of his father, as well as Gerard van Honthorst and Chrispijn van
de Passe the Elder, Bloemaert was called first to Paris and then in 1633 to
Rome. In Rome, Joachim von Sandrart worked with him, as did Theodor
Mattham and other known engravers of the famous Giustinian Gallery
(1635-37), the (unfinished) catalogue of the Marchese Giustiniani’s collection
of antiquities and paintings. Bloemaert remained in Rome until his death in
1692, working in collaboration with some of the most famous artists of the
Roman High Baroque. Ironically in the context of this essay, the biography by
his contemporary Filippo Baldinucci describes the elderly, modest artist as so
far removed “from any desire for worldly applause that, although it was sought
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with much insistence and almost forced upon him, he never consented a por-
trait to be made of his person.”?2 He was known for his engravings of genre
and religious paintings by Baburen, Honthorst, Rubens, Blanchard, and Poussin.
His work was highly valued by his contemporaries, mainly for his ability to con-
vey painterly values, chiaroscuro above all, through the engravings. Bloemaert
portrayed several princes and clergymen including Emperors Ferdinand III
(for Kircher’s Egyptian Oedipus, vol. 1) and Ferdinand IV; Antonio, Francesco,
and Taddeo Barberini; and the two Dutch prelates Adriaen van Oorschot and
Merten Conincx.?> He also made the frontispieces of Kircher’s Pamphilian
Obelisk (1650) and Egyptian Oedipus (1652-55).

In 1655, both Kircher and Bloemaert were nearing the peak of their ca-
reers. Kircher recently had been made custodian of the officially founded
museum of the Roman College, and he had published thirteen books with the
help of his imperial and papal patrons; he had been relieved from his teaching
duties to devote himself completely to his studies and expensive publications
and to the construction of elaborate machines, partly on view in the museum.
Bloemaert owned a house on the Via Capo le Case in Rome and had twelve
Dutch assistants working for him.2* The length of his biographies, as pre-
pared by Sandrart and Baldinucci, bespeaks his high position in the Eternal
City. He worked for various patrons and made “exquisite prints which he pro-
duced without interruption in almost infinite number.”?> It is quite probable
that Kircher himself or his Jesuit superiors at the Roman College commis-
sioned the portrait. Since Bloemaert had already made the frontispieces for
two of Kircher’s works and portrayed important people from Kircher’s circle
of patrons and clients, it would have been only natural to ask him to execute
the portrait. Perhaps it was intended to be incorporated in the publication of
the descriptions of machines in Kircher’s museum. The print’s unfinished
state might then be linked to significant delays in the preparation of this pub-
lication, which was originally planned in expectation of the spectacular visit
of the so-called Phoenix, the newly converted Queen Christina of Sweden. In
October 1655, Kircher asked Lucas Holstenius, Vatican librarian, to provide
financial support for this project. The grant was not given, a special publica-
tion on the museum appeared only in 1678, and Queen Christina instead re-
ceived other emblematic presents at the conclusion of her visits to the
museum in January 1656. Kircher’s disciple Kaspar Schott worked on the
planned publication while staying with Kircher in Rome from 1652 to 1655.
Schott’s Hydraulic-Pneumatic Mechanics (1657) consists of an exhaustive de-
scription of the hydraulic and pneumatic machines found in Kircher’s mu-
seum. In the preface to this work, he announces the imminent publication of
the museum’s catalogue.26

The 1664 elaboration of Kircher’s portrait?” adds a subtitle to the picture,
which has been given an oval format (Figure 4.1). The keyhole perspective into
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Figure 4.1. Cornelis Bloemaert I, Portrait of Athanasius Kircher, 1664/1678. Source: Giorgio de
Sepibus, Romani Collegii Musaeum Celeberrimum, p. 1. Courtesy of Stanford University Libraries,
Stanford.

the fictive space vaguely recalls a Roman tombstone monument with the figure
in an alcove.?8 Underneath the oval is a pedestal to which is attached a piece of
paper bearing an inscription. It reads: “Be it painter or poet, both will say in
vain: it is he. The world of the antipodes knows his face as well as his name.
James Alban Gibbes, Professor of Rhetoric in Rome” (my emphasis). This in-
scription refers to the well-known paragone between the painter and the poet,
crucial for early modern art theory. It may also suggest a wide distribution of
this etching (from one antipode of the world to the other) and perhaps refers
to the magnetic poles of the antipodes, and thereby to the central role of mag-
netism in Kircher’s natural philosophy. Kircher regarded magnetic attraction
and repulsion as the lingua franca of all creation. But above all the inscription
explicitly links the two issues with which I am concerned in this essay: portrait
(face) and name. The 1664 engraving contains other novel elaborations. A
shelf with books is pictured to Kircher’s left, and an artfully gathered curtain
appears in the back of the room, seen to his right and above his head, which
lends the subject a certain dignity (as in the painting at Ingolstadt, discussed
later on). These additions provide the viewer with the calm and sober schol-
arly context of the bedroom (cubiculum) as the room for study, as well as with
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the spectacular, courtly context of theater and representation linked to Kircher’s
museum. This etching later served as the model for many painted, drawn, or
engraved portraits of Kircher, found today in various libraries, museum ar-
chives, and private collections.??

“I Have Kissed It Two and Three Times”

The humanistic tradition of scholars and poets sending epitaphs to friends de-
veloped in Germany at the beginning of the sixteenth century with Hans
Burgkmair’s aforementioned etching of Conrad Celtis, the so-called Sterbebild
(1508), whose iconography was still very close to the Roman tombstone por-
trait. This tradition transformed into the habit among scholars of sending
and exchanging not only epitaphs but also printed portraits. During the six-
teenth century, woodcuts and engravings of famous scholars like Erasmus or
Melanchthon increasingly became part of the stock-in-trade of print sellers,
joining the more traditional images of miracles and saints, and leaflets de-
scribing monstrous births.

In 1611, Johann Reinhard Ziegler, publisher of Chistoph Clavius’s complete
works, wrote to one of Clavius’s assitants in Rome to discuss the publication of
the first volume: “To honor Father Clavius, he [the bishop of Bamberg] is tak-
ing care to ornament the front of the work with an engraved title page at his
expense. He even wishes for the likeness of Father Clavius that has been circu-
lating in Germany to be reprinted. If it is not a good representation, be patient,
as the book itself will certainly express the mind.”3° The letter suggests that
the portrait circulated in Germany, possibly in exchange for other portraits. The
last sentence might express not only doubt about the aesthetic quality of the
image, but also the aforementioned ancient skeptical commonplace concern-
ing portraits of scholars in general.

Few sources discuss the reasons for requesting an engraved portrait or por-
trait medal.! Perhaps the reasons were felt to be self-evident. But the reasons
for sending them were quite explicit, as we will see. Kircher gave the unpub-
lished and unfinished portrait of 1655 to his publisher Joannes Jansson van
Waesberghe, who had a new engraving prepared from it,3? first published in
1665.In 1661, Jansson secured exclusive publishing rights to Kircher’s works in
the Holy Roman Empire, England, and the Low Countries. The 1664 engraving
was printed in publications such as Subterranean World (1665),33 China Illus-
trated (1667), and Museum of the Roman College (1678):3* Kircher’s “face and
name” stood for Rome, caput mundi, and the museum; they functioned as a
mirror of the outside world that was to be distributed not only far away (China)
but also deep into the (subterranean) world. The portrait was eventually
printed on fly sheets (loose or bound into printed works) listing Kircher’s avail-
able publications. As such, the 1664 print would have served an important role
in Jansson’s efforts to turn his author into a marketable commodity.>>
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Only ten weeks after Kircher’s birthday in 1655, the portrait was received
at Mainz by Schott, who answered: “I have kissed it two and three times, but
even more I would have wished to do with Your Reverence that which Cardi-
nal Brancacci and Monsignor Beutinger have done.” Unfortunately, we can
only speculate what activity that was. Schott hoped that Kircher would send
more copies of his portrait “because a lot of people want to have it, and 1
would like to give it to several Signori and Princes.”36 Schott may have used it
as a present, together with presentation copies of his and Kircher’s books. He
tried to promote Kircher’s affairs as well as his own, especially with the elector
archbishop of Mainz and bishop of Wiirzburg, Johann Philipp von Schon-
born (who had called Schott to Wiirzburg).3” The engraving served to initiate
discussions among important people regarding Kircher and his books.38 It
was also part of an intricate system of exchange: Four years later, in March
1659, Schott wrote from Wiirzburg to Rome, describing the return of a
promised effigies.’® He had wanted to give it to the prince-abbot of Fulda,
Joachim of Gravenegg, together with some books by Kircher, who had written
to Gravenegg the previous month,* hoping for financial support of his ex-
pensive Egyptian Oedipus (1652—55)—Syntagma VIII in the third volume was
dedicated to Gravenegg. Shortly before Schott received Kircher’s portrait in-
tended for the prince-abbot, Gravenegg answered Kircher’s letter from Febru-
ary, sending no money but only an engraving of his likeness.#! In the summer
of 1659, Schott finally gained an audience with Gravenegg: he reported that
the prince-abbot was now interested in Kircher’s works and posed many
questions.2 Schott in turn dedicated his edition of Kircher’s Ecstatic Journey
(1660) to the prince-abbot.

The portrait accompanied not only books but also other gifts, such as natural
objects, medicaments, delicacies, and manuscripts. In March 1666, for example,
Kircher sent the 1655 engraving with his manuscript of the Gospels written in
Syriac in 945—“which is more dear and precious to me than any other thing”—
to Duke August the Younger of Brunswick-Liineburg (1579-1666), “as an orna-
ment of his most famous library.”3 In July 1666, three coins, specimens of a
new minting from the ducal mines, arrived in Rome, accompanied by August’s
portrait, the second one sent to Kircher. As John Fletcher writes: “Fa. G. P.
Oliva [current General of the Society of Jesus], overwhelmed by August’s
exemplary likeness, has taken one of the coins away to show to his frequent vis-
itors. The cardinal-landgrave Friedrich of Hesse-Darmstadt, in whose conver-
sion (1637) Kircher claimed to have been instrumental, had similarly carried
off the portrait of August, boasting of the German blood he shared with the
duke.”#* As part of an earlier strategy to gain the duke’s patronage, in 1656,
Kircher had already asked for a likeness of the duke to hang in his portrait
gallery.5 It seems that Kircher perceived the value that hanging the portrait in
his gallery would have in the eyes of the duke, and the logical contrassegno after
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its late arrival in 1659 was a letter describing the framing of the engraving in
gold and its good placement among all the illustrious princes and popes.

Visitors of Kircher and the museum, on the other hand, often received as-
bestos stones or Kircher’s portrait as a gift.4 The identification of Kircher with
his museum, called the Musaeum Kircherianum in contemporary correspon-
dences and travel accounts, made such a gift a logical consequence.

Although the sources found so far are relatively few, I suggest that the circu-
lation of portraits played an important role in the competition for patronage.
Kircher sent his portrait to people abroad and gave it to his visitors in Rome.
His “currency of fame” (Scher) worked on two levels: the circulation of words
(books and letters) and of images (illustrations, emblems, and portraits). The
circulation of the latter placed Kircher’s image “out there” in the world, just as
the images of people from “out there” in the world hung in Kircher’s gallery.

The Image of Kircher: Painted Portraits

Most of the printed, painted, or drawn portraits of Kircher after the engraving
of 1664 refer in one way or another to this original image as their principal
source. This claim is substantiated by two of the three known paintings of
Father Kircher made in 17th and 18th centuries. Today these are found in the
storerooms of the Galleria Nazionale di Arte Antica in Rome, in the priests’
seminary at Fulda, and in the Stadtmuseum of Ingolstadt (the only one cur-
rently on view).

The oil painting on panel from the Galleria Nazionale di Arte Antica in
Rome, on view recently in the Roman exhibition “Il Museo del Mondo,” is the
only portrait of Kircher that decidedly differs from Bloemaert’s etching?’
(Figure 4.2). It was previously shown in the 1930 exhibition “Roma Secen-
tesca,” whose catalogue still gave “Museo Kircheriano” as the provenance of
this work,* supporting the hypothesis that it was commissioned by Kircher’s
superiors or himself. Sabina Carbonara judges the anonymous work to be
Flemish on account of its strong realism.*> Allowing for the fact that the cur-
rent state of the panel is not very good, and that the original colors might
have been more vivid, I would nonetheless judge the brownish colors to be
discreet and modest in comparison with the two other paintings. Apart from
the scarves (on the head, beneath the berretta) hanging down on either side
of the face, the clothes are the same as in the engravings. Like the others, it
is a half-length portrait. In this version, however, his face is beardless, and
the bulbous nose and the asymmetry of the eyes—its “strong realism” (Car-
bonara)—cause the painting to appear much more intimate and personal,
less official, than the two other paintings. Perhaps this reflects the post-Tri-
dentine expectation, formulated most extensively by Gabriele Paleotti, that
portraits—all too often narcissistic exercises in unchristian self-aggrandize-
ment—should depict the sitter with a radical realism.5° In contrast, art critics
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Figure 4.2. Anonymous, Portrait of Athanasius Kircher, second half of seventeenth century.
Source: Courtesy of Galleria Nazionale di Arte Antica, Rome.

writing from the academic perspective that was predominant up to the end of
the seventeenth century judged the realistic portrait to be much inferior to
the idealized portrait.>! Despite its intimate character, or maybe precisely be-
cause of its representation of the individual “character” that was so prized in
most portrait galleries, I would not exclude the possibility that this portrait
hung in the portrait gallery of the museum. The spirituality that this kind of
memorial portrait was supposed to convey, due to its realism, gives me fur-
ther reason to think it may have hung in the gallery.> It is not mentioned in
the 1678 catalogue, but Kircher rarely missed an opportunity for self-promo-
tion, making it quite likely that some such portrait was included in his gallery.
Again, the provenance in the 1930 catalogue suggests this possibility. “Father
Athanasius Kircher has augmented”? reads the interesting and somewhat
strange inscription at the bottom of the painting. Does this refer simply to the
size of the painting (65 X 50 cm), or to Kircher as an “augmented person” in
the sense of a person that became quite famous, with reference also to the
other illustrious portraits in the gallery?

A large, intensely colored eighteenth-century painting of Kircher is now in
the Hrabanus Maurus Hall of the priests’ seminary at Fulda* (Figure 4.3).
Kircher had attended the Jesuit school at Fulda from 1612 to 1618. The com-
memorative painting was made before 1756 as part of a series of twenty-four
portraits ordered by the Jesuits, most of them executed by Johann Andreas
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Figure 4.3. Emanuel Wohlhaubter, Portrait of Athanasius Kircher, before 1773. Source: Courtesy of
Erich Gutberlet, GroBenliider.

Herrlein (1723-96), court painter at Fulda, or by his workshop. Popes, stu-
dents of some importance for the college and the papal seminary, as well as
saints and scholars of the Jesuit Order were portrayed.>> Most of these paint-
ings come from the Jesuit college and the papal seminary (today, the Vonderau
Museum), but the provenance of the Kircher portrait is not certain. It was
painted by Emanuel Wohlhaubter, Herrlein’s predecessor as court painter.>®

In the painting the Jesuit is shown almost at full-length, sitting on an arm-
chair at a table, turning slightly to his right. The palette of colors includes very
clear and intense greens (the back of chair, the tablecloth on the smaller table),
blue and red (the berretta, the mozzetta,> the larger tablecloth, the vision of
Christ), deep black (the mantello), and gold and silver tones, in contrast to the
dark brown tones of the previously discussed painting.>8 A large sheet of paper
with two drawings of an obelisk is lying on the table, probably a sketch for the
large engraved folding tables included in the lavishly illustrated folio work the
Egyptian Oedipus. In addition, we see, from back to front, an armillary sphere,
an inkpot with a quill, a closed book, and two rulers. The last three objects are
lying on the sheet, suggesting a working environment. In his left hand Kircher
holds a slightly open compass. The right arm sits on the arm of the chair; his
bearded face and eyes are turned toward the viewer. To his right is a small table
with a dark green cloth, covered with five books. Of the three standing books,
two spines are legible: the Great Art of Light and Shadow and the Tower of
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Babel, books that relate to Kircher’s profession as a mathematician.>® The ar-
chitectural background of the painting is not clear. On the left side we recog-
nize either a visionary scene or a painting of that scene, probably intended to
be a fresco because it is framed only at its bottom. Since the upper and right
sections of the painting are cut off, we can see only the bottom-left part with
gray clouds and sky, red and blue parts of a cloth around a person’s legs, a hand
with a yellow stick pointing (along an imaginary line) to the armillary sphere,
Kircher, and the books on the small table to Kircher’s right. According to
Erwin Sturm the subject depicted is a vision of Christ.5 On the left side we see
the suggestion of a window with a gray windowsill, opening toward a square
with an obelisk with a surrounding fence, rising steps, and the church of Saint
Peter in the background. The Vatican obelisk was first encountered by young
Kircher during his tertianship in Speyer in 1628, in Herwart von Hohenburg’s
work on hieroglyphics. It marked the beginning of Kircher’s hieroglyphic
studies, which culminated in the Egyptian Oedipus referred to by the drawings
on the table.o!

This painting, made almost a century after the scholar’s death, is the only
portrait representing Kircher as a mathematician. It features key topics of his
studies, set in a space that commemorates his achievements: single items,
such as the drawn and painted obelisks, the two identifiable books, and Saint
Peter’s function as a kind of optical mnemonic device to future students and
visitors of the Jesuit college at Fulda.®? The representation of the vision of
Christ as the prime inspiration for each Jesuit seems crucial and is reaffirmed
by the blue and red colors with which Christ, Kircher, and the cloth on the
desk are depicted: Kircher’s achievements (following a notion commonly ap-
plied to individual Jesuits as well as to the Society as a whole) were only pos-
sible with the help of Christ. Christ speaks through the works and resulting
books of his obedient disciple, Kircher, whose autobiography is typically full
of visions. This idea is familiar from the illustrations accompanying many
Jesuit publications, in which divine hands work with depicted instruments,
guide a princely hand with a scepter,®? or simply symbolize divine inspira-
tion, as is probably the case here.

The largest of the three paintings discussed heres* belongs to the Ludwig
Maximilian University Archive in Munich® and has been on view at the Stadt-
museum of Ingolstadt since 1992 (Figure 4.4). It is part of a series of four
portraits of Jesuit astronomers made around 1730 by the Bavarian painter
Christoph Thomas Scheffler (1699-1756). From 1719 to 1722, Scheffler worked
as a journeyman for Cosmas Damian Asam. Afterward he joined the Society of
Jesus and left again in 1725, which is likely the year in which the portraits were
realized. The “double bass images” (framed in the form of a double bass) por-
trayed Kircher, Christoph Scheiner (1575-1650), Christoph Clavius (1537/38—
1612), and Johann Baptist Cysat (1586—1657). Ingolstadt, as the domain of
Scheiner and Cysat, and Rome, as the domain of Kircher and Clavius, faced



118 * Angela Mayer-Deutsch

Figure 4.4. Christoph Thomas Scheffler, Bassgeigenbilder, 1725. Series of four portraits of
Athanasius Kircher, Christoph Scheiner, Christoph Clavius, and Johann Baptist Cysat. Source:
Stadtmuseum Ingolstadt. Courtesy of Ludwig Maximilian University Archive, Munich.

each other from the corners of the ceiling in the baroque Orban Hall of the Je-
suit college.® This hall was erected around 1725 to house the large encyclope-
dic collection, focusing on instruments and paintings, gathered by Father
Ferdinand Orban, S. J. (1655-1732).67 Orban was professor of mathematics at
Innsbruck and court preacher at various places, ultimately at Ingolstadt.
Orban had repeated troubles with the Society due to disobedience and failure
to observe his vow of poverty. Not only did his collection elicit criticism be-
cause “he showed it to noble women in his cubiculum for an hour or longer,”
but his very possession of the collection was deemed a violation of the vow of
poverty: by an order of the General of 8 September 1708, the collection was
declared the property of the college and no longer owned by Orban, who was
demoted to the position of curator.
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It is interesting to note the parallels to Kircher’s museum: Orban’s collec-
tion started as a mathematical museum® and received its objects mainly from
Jesuit missionaries and noblemen. Its classificatory system was broadly mod-
eled on the second catalogue of the Musaeum Kircherianum, published by Fil-
ippo Bonanni in 1709. Zacharias Conrad von Uffenbach’s 1710 description of
the collection states: “Indeed he is a regular Father Kircher, which [opinion]
pleased him very much when I told it to him.”70

The decorative program for the vault of the hall—consisting of stucco (in
the form of a double bass and four-leaf clover), fresco, and oil paintings—was
intended to integrate the collection within the unifying system of heaven and
earth. Unfortunately, only the stucco and the four “double bass images” have
survived. Placed above the astronomical sky with stucco reliefs of the sun, the
moon, and the zodiac were once three large frescoes in the center (known to
us only from preparatory sketches from around 1740), conceptualizing step-
by-step the hierarchical worldview, made up of the four elements, the glorifi-
cation of the arts and sciences, the allegory of theology, and the reigning
wisdom of God (Sapientia Dei). Additionally, images of the four continents
in the form of a four-leaf clover were also planned for placement around
the central fresco of the allegories. They would have formed a parallel to the
“double bass images.”

In the painting of Kircher, the Jesuit is represented as a scholar in his stage-
like study, distanced from the viewer through the device of a wooden pedestal,
as in the other paintings from the series (Figure 4.5). All four paintings feature
a low viewpoint, which would have looked quite natural when the paintings
were in situ, but in their current setting, this effect causes the portraits to seem
monumental and remote. The Jesuit is seated in the center of the painting,
wearing (as in the other paintings of the series) the familiar outfit of the man-
tello and berretta, this time all black. His body inclines toward the viewer with
arms extended. The chair is armless, adding to the immediacy of his presenta-
tion. To his left is a table with an inkpot and an open copy of his Subterranean
World showing an image of Vesuvius (“Typus Montis Vesuvii” reads the text
facing an image of lava streams) held and presented to the viewer by Kircher,
while his other hand points with a quill to the same book opened on another
page showing Mount Aetna erupting and the text “Typus Montis Aetna, ab au-
thore observa(ti) A.o 1637” on the opposite page. A globe, a standard object in
representations of the study, sits at the bottom of the painting in front of the
table. To his right we see several large folios, placed on two levels. The one
Kircher is pointing to, placed on the lower level, is propped open by another
book and by the back of his chair. Some spines of other folios are legible:
“Musurgia, Ars combinatoria, Musaeum, Ars Lucis et Umbrae, Mundus Sub-
terraneus.” On the wooden step of this stage, erected for Kircher and his books
and objects, we further recognize single sheets featuring a combinatorial table
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Figure 4.5. Christoph Thomas Scheffler, Portrait of Athanasius Kircher, 1725. Source:
Stadtmuseum Ingolstadt. Courtesy of Ludwig Maximilian University Archive, Munich.

and, possibly, fossils, as well as a telescope in the background. The lower-right
section of a landscape painting is recognizable on the wall in the background.
Interspersed among the lower row of books, natural specimens are displayed,
depicted in the manner of still lives: a tree of coral and grasslike plants, or per-
haps the legs of birds. Above his head is a red gathered curtain, as in two other
portraits from the series, emphasizing the scene’s stagelike appearance. The
colors are brown, beige, red, and black.

This painting employs the familiar iconographic devices of Saint Jerome in
his study transferred here to a stage, which is not unusual in the iconography
of this saint. As part of the decorative program for the vault of the museum
(the Orban Hall)—a universal theater of the world reigned by the Sapientia
Dei—the four portraits exemplify the astronomical endeavors of the Jesuits.
Each of the four scholars is shown seated at a table in a baroque studio—with
the emphasis on books (Kircher), instruments (Scheiner), the cross (Cysat), or
specific commemorative objects (Clavius). This is the only known painting of
Kircher as a scholar and—secondarily, since the objects are somewhat in the
background—collector. We see Kircher in his “museum” in the contemporary
meaning of the term, as defined for example in the standard compendium of
museums, Caspar Neicklius’s Museographia (1727): “a room for study contain-
ing books belonging to literature or erudition as well as various curious
things.””! The reference to the museum, made by the representation of natural
specimens and the catalogue of the collection (Musaeum), functions as an
exemplum of the museum of Father Orban, located in the hall underneath.

The paintings offer three distinct pictures of the Jesuit: one rather intimate
and “realistic,” one of the Jesuit mathematical practitioner, and one of the
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scholar and collector in his study, self-consciously presenting his written
works. There were surely other painted portraits of Kircher, both contempo-
rary’? and posthumous, executed for portrait galleries in particular. Stanislaus
Koprowski is known to have had a portrait of Kircher in Krakéw; Ferenc
Nadasdy had one painted and hung in one of his Hungarian castles.”> Most of
them are probably lost today.

Names and Faces on the Walls

The circulation and exchange of portraits, as well as their purposeful collec-
tion and presentation in a fixed place, gave rise to a widespread phenomenon
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries: the portrait gallery. There were gal-
leries of oil paintings or etchings, sometimes removed from portrait-books,”*
and galleries of mixed genre, such as was probably Kircher’s. Standards of size,
media, and aesthetic quality varied greatly. Such portraits almost always had
dubious claims to authenticity, but despite the recurring refrain of “true like-
ness” associated with such galleries and with portrait-books, their ability to
realize this goal varied greatly from case to case. Sources were not always spec-
ified and the opportunities for fraud were plentiful, as we see in the case of
the London printer-publisher Peter Stent, who saw fit to use the copy of a
Rembrandt etching of the artist’s father as a portrait of Thomas More.”>

The history of such galleries starts with Pliny the Elder and Vitruvius,?
both of whom related the ancient habit of hanging portraits of relatives or
famous personalities in libraries. The most famous examples in medieval and
early modern times might be the row of busts in the Captioline Museum in
Rome, the gallery of twenty-one busts of the Gonzaga family in the Palazzo
Ducale of Sabbioneta near Mantua, and the Munich Antiquarium. Oil and
fresco portraits were also realized in municipal halls, palaces, villas, castles,
churches, and studies.”” Federico da Montefeltro (1422—-82), ruler of Urbino,
displayed personally selected portraits of people worthy of emulation’s—
ranging from Moses to the contemporary Pope Sixtus [IV—in his studiolo at
the Urbino palace. His own portrait, of course, also appeared as a “true like-
ness.” These portraits remained in situ until 1631, and all are extant today.
They were painted in oil on panel and featured personalized Latin inscriptions
at the bottom. Later on, woodblocks based on some of them circulated. To
achieve these “true likenesses,” Federico, much as Giovio would do some fifty
years later, used models in fresco or oil, portrait medals, or manuscript minia-
tures. But by far the most famous collection, featuring around four hundred
painted portraits, was that of Paolo Giovio, begun in 1521 and displayed from
1537 on in his villa near Como,” which was built expressly for that purpose.8
Giovio engaged artists to make copies for his gallery, “truly taken” from the
originals,8! in situ or acquired from his powerful friends. The copies were to con-
form to a standard height of one and a half feet. Once the copies were realized
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to his specifications, the originals no longer interested him.8? Biographical
notes accompanied the paintings on the walls, affixed on pieces of paper be-
neath each painting, which were also published.®> Giovio’s museum spawned
many others, stocked with copies of the copies.3* Between 1578 and 1590,
Archduke Ferdinand of Tyrol completed work on his painted portrait gallery
at Ambras, a collection that only came to be exhibited after 1770.8> The acqui-
sition of these portraits was better organized and standardized than the proc-
ess by which Giovio realized his collection. The archduke included a sample of
the small, standardized size he had in mind for the images in his petitions to
princes and in his instructions to his agents. After their arrival in Ambras, the
oil-on-paper images were stretched on small wooden surfaces.

Such standardization was rather unusual at that time and depended of
course on extensive financial resources. Kircher’s gallery, by contrast, appears to
have been a secondary effect of his solicitations for favor. The hanging of the
portraits was probably done with minimal regard to size, media, artist, and aes-
thetic quality. The crown jewel of such galleries was that of Kircher’s first pa-
tron and broker, the wealthy aristocrat, counselor of the Parliament of Aix,
polyhistor, collector, and all-around virtuoso of the republic of letters, Nicolas-
Claude Fabri de Peiresc (1580—-1637).86 “The collection,” writes David Jaffé, “re-
mains exceptional in not being another fashionable replica of the seminal
‘famous men’ portrait collection of the sixteenth-century historian, Paolo
Giovio.”#7 It was rather “an iconographical representation of a social reality: the
nexus of patronage relations that governed French and European society.”s¢ He
presented around eighty painted portraits, “old portraits” and “particular
friends.”8 Among those portrayed in his study at Aix were Peiresc’s teacher, the
humanist Giovan Vincenzo Pinelli; the Dutch philosopher and polyhistor
Hugo Grotius; the philologist Joseph Scaliger; the painter Pieter Paul Rubens;
Cardinal Francesco Barberini, his secretary Cassiano dal Pozzo, as well as his li-
brarian Lucas Holstenius; and Pope Urban VIII. Peiresc exchanged portraits
with, among others, dal Pozzo and Pierre and Jacques Dupuy, royal librarians
and custodians of the circle of correspondents known as the Academia Puteana
in Paris. His list of portraits offered to the Dupuys in 1624 included names of
the artists, indicating a rather unusual interest in artistic quality. This collection
served as an exemplary model for Kircher’s gallery of portraits. Likewise,
Peiresc’s gift of chests of books and manuscripts in the 1630s as well as “all his
Egyptian Rarities” sent to Rome contributed materially to the basis of the vast
encyclopedic collection that Kircher gathered over the following decades.”

Significantly, the first chapter of the very late catalogue of Kircher’s mu-
seum—offering a description and summary of the museum’s highlights—be-
gins with the subject of portraits: the first chapter commences with a
description of the entrance gate, decorated with bas-reliefs of Popes Alexander
VII, Clement IX, and Clement X.%! Later in this chapter, a very short passage
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describes some of the actual portraits, namely those of the house of Habsburg.
If we can trust Sepibus’s description, these were displayed throughout the
atrium. The living representative of the Habsburgs, Leopold I, is described as
present in effigie and therefore deeply inscribed in memory. It seems that the
verbal presentation was more impressive than the portrait itself, an observa-
tion probably also true of the museum as a whole. As far as I know, there is no
travel account that specifically discusses the gallery of portraits, which at that
time was a standard part of any scholar’s collection.?

Another passage (in chapter 4) begins with a general description of the sit-
uation of the gallery, stating that pictures and paintings (not only the por-
traits) covered almost every spot on the walls like a tapestry. The chapter
separates the 123 various paintings or pictures (variae picturae) from the por-
traits (effigies), possibly suggesting a separate hanging of these two classes.
The list of the people portrayed (more or less the only information provided)
includes first the aforementioned popes (plus Urban VIII and Innocence X)
and the Habsburg emperors (Ferdinand II and III, and Leopold I, as well as
Archduke Leopold).”? It continues with the “important” kings and princes
(among them Phillip IV of Spain, Louis XIV, Queen “Christina Alexandra” of
Sweden, Margherita of Austria, Grand Duke Ferdinando de Medici, Duke
August of Brunswick-Liineburg, and his son Albert) and individual scholars
and missionaries (among them Christoph Clavius, “extraordinary mathe-
matician”, Adam Schall, and Giuseppe Ancieta). All portraits were sent as “a
particular testimony of affection” for Kircher. For Kircher and Peiresc the
panopticon mirrored first and foremost their nexus of patronage relations.
The hanging probably varied with new papacies and possibly with future,
new, or lost patrons. When, for example, John Bargrave (1610-80)—English
virtuoso, canon of Canterbury, and traveler, whose collection is still kept in
the Canterbury cathedral—visited the Medici gallery in Florence during his
Grand Tour, he committed a faux pas, saying that the new picture of
Cromwell, now “hung amongst the heroes,” “spoyled all the rest.” The reac-
tion of the Grand Duke is related as follows: “At which he stopped, and did
not know how to take it; but, at length, said he, ‘On occasion it is as easily
taken down as it was hanged up. 7%

The portraits were signs of honor not only for the museum and the
Roman College but especially for Kircher himself: “I beg you to thank His
Highness much for the portrait (Abcontrafeyung) by which you paid tribute
to me, my museum, as well as my own person”® reads his response, after fi-
nally receiving the portrait of duke August of Brunswick-Liineburg in 1659.
His ambitions seem to have exceeded his financial means: “And if the expense
were not so great, I would make the whole German Nation into a name: but I
must cut my coat according to my cloth.”® The importance of names with
reference to images, made explicit in Gibbes’s inscription for the 1664 en-
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graved portrait of Kircher, seems to be confirmed by this formulation (to
make somebody a name by hanging his portrait on the wall). Many of the
optical experiments shown in the museum also employed names (of popes
and emperors). The modern viewer does not expect the name of the sitter to
form an essential part of the portrait. Thus one can say that for the modern
viewer, the image comes before the name, which is of secondary importance.
For medieval and for many early modern viewers, it was the other way round:
the name (sometimes incorporated in the canvas itself) came before the
image. It is no coincidence that the recitation of the name in liturgy, which
forms the basis of remembrance, stands at the official beginning of the mu-
seum in 1651: the donor of one of the foundations of the collection, the
Roman senator Alfonso Donnini, asked to be named in prayers for his salva-
tion in the daily mass of the Jesuits.9” Many of Kircher’s correspondents were
delighted to consider him the very embodiment of immortality, which de-
rived to a great extent from his Christian name. Kircher was named for Saint
Athanasius, the Greek Church Father, upon whose feast day he was born.
Florid, more or less flattering epigrams, distichs, and puns exploited this play
upon his name.9

According to his autobiography, published posthumously in 1684, Kircher
had several visions during his life, signs from heaven revealing him to be a
“chosen disciple” and often warnings of danger. The Musaeum Kircherianum
was a place of learned conversation and illustrious spectacle intended to
“convert” in the broadest sense of the term. The instruments used were opti-
cal, acoustic, and magnetic experiments that initially confused and amazed,
and subsequently—in theory—“illuminated” and converted. The Jesuit Wil-
helm of Gumpenberg explained the vision of Saint Eustachius in terms of
image-wonder: it was the image of the cross with Christ, not the cross itself,
that converted him.? It is perhaps no coincidence that Kircher chose the
church of Saint Eustachius in Mentorella, near Guadagnolo, for reconstruc-
tion and retirement. Image and name are the basis of Jesuit spirituality. For
Jesuits, it was the salvation of souls (with the help of images and names) that
counted in the end, and not “the delight of the souls” mentioned so often
with reference to the real—rather than the ideal—museum and its marvelous
machines.

Notes

* Thanks to Daniel Stolzenberg for his commentaries and careful editing of the English.

1. Miiller 1577, fol. 2r: “Statuae profectd & Imagines ob id ipsum, quod diu durant, praesen-
tique inspectione non memoriam tantim absentium refricare, sed et palingenesian quon-
dam opticam defunctorum repraesentare videntur.”

2. Herzog August Bibliothek (hereafter HAB) BA 376; printed in Burckhardt 1744—46, p. 148.
Cited (with correction of the middle part: “wolt ich der gantzen Teutschen Nation einen
Nahmen machen”) in Fletcher 1986, p. 285.

3. Cited in Clough 1993, p. 198, my translation.
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This was a common feature of these galleries. The portrait was understood as an indicator
of character, and it is interesting to see that della Porta used Giovio’s book for his reflections
on physiognomy. See Haskell 1993, chapter 2: “Portraits from the Past.”

The word comes from the Greek ma\wyeveoia; in pure Latin, iterata generatio. See Hein-
rich 1892, vol. 2, col. 1444. It later became synonymous with resurrection in the biblical
sense, a use we will come across later with reference to Kircher’s museum, in the form of the
“palingenetic experiment” and experiments with the magic lantern.

See, for example, Sepibus 1678, p. 39.

“My Gallery or Museum is visited by all the nations of the world, and a prince cannot be-
come better known ‘in this theatre of the world’ than to have his likeness here” (Kircher to
Anckel, 7 March 1659, cited in Findlen 1994, pp. 386-387).

Scholars of the Royal Society were rather interested in the possibility of a plant growing
without sunlight. Those who saw Kircher’s experiment, or attempted to replicate it accord-
ing to his instructions, remained unconvinced and deeply disappointed. See Gorman 1999.
In the second half of the sixteenth century, portrait-books of popes and emperors became a
phenomenon in the main publishing centers of western Europe. Plates from these books
were frequently removed for framing by those who could not afford a gallery of oil por-
traits. Such portrait-books exploited the relationship deemed by humanists to exist be-
tween personality and facial characteristics. Technical developments of printing in the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries permitted the mass production of detailed likenesses
of individuals, whose quality often surpassed the crude woodcut portraits of the fifteenth
century. See Clough 1993.

According to Stephen Scher, “it was a mark of great favor to be given one” and “above all,
the medal is a very personal object [ . . . |. It commemorates, memorializes, glorifies, criti-
cizes, or even satirizes its subject.” Scher 1994, pp. 15, 19.

See Treu 1959, pp. 26-28. The medal, in turn, inspired the composition of several engraved
likenesses. Erasmus himself requested additional copies of the medal from time to time,
which he sent to his numerous friends and patrons.

See The Cleveland Museum of Art 1951, p. 11.

Studies on the circulation of books are numerous. See, e.g., Chartier 1987; Johns 1998. In
contrast, I do not know of any on the circulation and use of images, portraits in particular.
See Rupprich 1956, vol. 1, p. 259, no. 36.

In the second half of the sixteenth century, the problematic manifested itself even more
sharply in the “Bildnisvitenbiicher” of the Protestant humanist tradition. In 1575, Peter
Perna of Lucca published Giovio’s Brief Lives in the Protestant city of Basle, including etch-
ings by Tobias Stimmer. Here, scholars are portrayed in text and image as an intellectual
and religious elite. For some people, especially in the Catholic regions, this manner of ag-
grandizing individuals went too far. In Zurich, for example, the Council decided in 1586 to
limit the sales of portraits of scholars “to the bare essentials” on the familiar grounds that
the real portrait lay in the scholar’s writings. See Staatsarchiv Zurich, B.V., 28, fol. 385v,
cited in Mertens 1997, p. 246n80.

The types of the scholar and the mathematician are related and sometimes overlap in their
iconography, as Petra Kathke (1997) has shown with an emphasis on sixteenth-century
portraiture.

To name only a few examples: the etched portrait of the Lowener astronomer and mathe-
matician Reinerus Frisius Gemma by Jan van Stalburch (1557); and an unknown mathe-
matician by Martino Rota (see Kathke 1997, figs. 11 and 12) or the 1646 etching of J. E
Nicéron (1613—46) in which the mathematician is sitting at a table with instruments and
perspective drawings, with the facade of a church in the background. See Mortzfeld 1986,
vol. 17, A 15032.

Gorman 1998, p. 73n8. See Lucas 1993, p. 63; and De Dalmases 1943-1965, vol. 3, pp.
240-241.

See Casciato et al. 1986, fig. 79, for the image belonging to the Smithsonian Institution Li-
braries, Special Collections. The plate measures 19 X 14.5 cm. The subtitle reads: “P.
Athanasius Kircherus Fuldensis & Societ: Iesu Anno Aetatis LIII. Honoris et observantiae
ergd sculpsit et D.D.C. Bloemaert Romae 2 Maij 1655.”

See Kithn-Hattenhauer 1979, p. 116. This portrait of Clavius—the last in a series of por-
traits of clergymen including Cesare Baronius and Roberto Bellarmine—is among the
first to transfer the monumentality of the paintings of scholars or clergymen in interior
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settings to prints. Kithn-Hattenhauer finds a close parallel in painted portraits of popes,
for example, those by Titian. Although Jesuit clothing as such was highly unstable, the
mantello and the berretta were quite usual for non-missionaries, scholars and students in
particular.

Older secondary literature, such as Le Blanc 1854, p. 378, and Williamson 1964, p. 147,
claims that the portrait was executed after the design of his father, Abraham Bloemaert
(1564-1658), which Bloemaert specialist Marcel Roethlisberger denies. See Roethlisberger
1993, vol. 1, p. 518n49.

Cited in Roethlisberger 1993, vol. 1, p. 517.

See Wurzbach 1906, vol. 1, p. 112, and Roethlisberger 1993, vol. 1, p. 518n50.

As Sandrart describes it: “He remained in Rome, accumulated much cash .. .”; Sandrart
1675, p. 362.

See Baldinucci 1845-47, vol. 4, p. 600.

See Schott, 1657, p. 3. For a new edition of that work, see Gorman and Wilding 2000. I am
grateful to Michael John Gorman for this information.

This etching was offered in 1958 by the German antiquarian Diepenbroick for 30.- DM,
which seems to be an average price with respect to its neighbors in the catalogue. See
Diepenbroick-Griiter 1954-63, vol. 7: “Big and decorative portraits,” no. 742, p. 19. It is per-
haps worth mentioning that Kircher did not figure under “beautiful, rare and interesting
portraits,” which might be an index of its ready availability in the 1950s.

See the aforementioned Sterbebild for Conrad Celtis (1508). The iconographic relation to
these kinds of epitaphs seems to me more convincing than the relation to the flat, two-
dimensional portraits of the miniatures.

Among the series of portraits in the Vonderau Museum at Fulda, there are several copies,
which vary little from the 1664 print. Inv. no. IT Ec 95/4 by Johann Friedrich Schmidt
(1730-85) of Nuremberg (see also Osterreichische Nationalbibliothek Vienna [hereafter
ONB] Pg 174.096: 1 [2b]); no. Ec 97/4 is the wrong-way-round version by Andreas
Frolich (second half of the seventeenth century); no. II Ec 98/4 is a nineteenth-century
lithograph for the German translation of Kircher’s autobiography by Seng (1901); and
no. II Ec 139/4 is a pen lithograph by Charles Paul Landon (1760-1826; see also ONB Pg
174.096:1 [2a]). Singer 1931, pp. 22-23, gives eight portraits of Kircher, adding two en-
gravings (ONB Pg 174.096:1 [1a and b]) and a woodcut to the list here. One of the eigh-
teenth-century catalogues of the Musaeum Kircherianum (Contucci 1763—65) gives
another, altered, and non-smiling version of Bloemaerts etching on the front of the first
volume. See Stolzenberg 2001a, p. 25. In the collection of portraits of the Clendering
Library, University of Kansas, there is a drawing in red chalk. See Clendering@kumc.edu/
dc/pc/kircher02.jpg for the picture. I exclude here all portraits in the wider sense, pub-
lished in the frontispieces of compendia by Kircher’s disciples such as Kestler 1680 or
Petrucci 1677.

Johann Reinhard Ziegler to Paul Guldin, Mainz, 14 May 1611, cited in Gorman and Wild-
ing 2000, p. 41.

An earlier document on that issue is Willibald Pirckheimer’s explanation for his request of
an engraving of Durer, namely the (visual) presentation of an absent person and the imag-
ined meeting with other (engraved) friends. See Mertens 1997, p. 244. This imagined meet-
ing became real on the visual level in the institution of the portrait gallery.

See City of Rastatt 1981, p. 3.

The engraving sometimes seems to reinforce the pupils, as here, but it seems to me to be a
variation in the printing quality rather than an elaboration.

The last one with a new date and age in the text around the oval.

See Fletcher 1988b, p. 8 ff. Unfortunately, I have thus far found almost no information on
this issue.

Schott to Kircher, Mainz, 15 July 1655, Archivio della Pontificia Universita Gregoriana,
Rome (hereafter APUG) MS. 567, fols. 47r—v, cited (as well as the previous quotation) in
Gorman and Wilding 2000, p. 17, my translation.

See Gorman and Wilding 2000.

See, for example, the description of Schott’s first visit to Schénborn. The portrait is not
mentioned, but he probably would have presented it to Schonborn had he already received
it. See note 36.The visit to Schénborn occurred two days previously.
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Schott to Kircher, Wiirzburg, 9 March 1659, APUG MS. 561, fol. 279.

Kircher to Gravenegg, 1 February 1659, published in Fletcher 1982, pp. 93-94.

Gravenegg to Kircher, 18 March 1659; the engraving is APUG MS 562, fol. 177.

Schott to Kircher, Wiirzburg, 20 July 1659, APUG MS. 561, fol. 288.

HAB, MS. 3.1.300. Aug.fol. Two documents, a dedication and an excerpt of a letter, precede
the text of the Gospels. The dedication is placed above the bookplate, which contains the
engraved likeness of Kircher. The quotes are from the letter and the dedication.

Fletcher 1986, pp. 292-293. It is not clear whether the coins also carried August’s likeness.
See Findlen 1994, pp. 386-387.

See Findlen 1994, p. 225.

Galleria Nazionale di Arte Antica, inv. 5003. It measures 65 X 50 cm.

Galassi Paluzzi 1930, p. 17, no. 69.

For the hypothesis on the client, see also her short text in Lo Sardo 2001, p. 292.

See Paleotti 1961, pp. 117-509, especially pp. 332 ff.

See Kathke 1997, p. 14. That judgment, compounded by the facts that the artist was (and is)
anonymous and that the aesthetic quality is deemed rather mediocre, as well as Kircher’s
diminishing fame, ultimately resulted in the painting’s disappearance into the junk rooms
and depositories of the Roman College and the Galleria Nazionale.

See Pommier 1998, p. 192.

P. “Atha.Kircher.adauxit,” coming from ad-augere, auxi, auctus = to augment.

This is the former benedictine abbey at the cathedral of Fulda. It measures 132 X 110 cm.
On the reverse of the canvas, the cropped, preexisting painting of a group of praying Fran-
ciscan monks is still visible.

See Sturm 1982, pp. 19-25; and 1984, p. 220.

It was included in the late baroque library furnishings of the college and as such, follow-
ing the suppression of the college in 1773, entered the hall of the priests’ seminary.
Framed by a carved, ornamental frame, it was included as Supraporta on the south wall of
the hall. Its croppings on the top and both sides are therefore either from that time or
even earlier when it was included among the library furnishings of the Jesuit college.
Originally the hall served as the winter choir, with windows giving on the high choir of
the dome, through which ill monks could observe the mass. Later on, it was called Sa-
vigny Library, Athanasius Kircher Hall, and today Hrabanus Maurus Hall or the exegetic
seminary.

It is the only portrait of Kircher with the mozzetta 