The Magus
and the Skeptic

The Paradoxical Life and Thought
of Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa
(1486-1535)

Lato

Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa defined the Renaissance crisis
of knowledge. To his admirers, he was the Archimagus, the
restorer of ancient wisdom. To his detractors, he was a
sorcerer and a heretic. To history, he is a puzzle: a man
who simultaneously defined the rules of magic and
denounced all human learning as vanity.
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The Agrippan Paradox

The Magus The Skeptic
De occulta philosophia (1533). The Renaissance’s De incertitudine et vanitate scientiarum (1530). A
definitive guide to magic, occult arts, and the scathing “invective declamation” refuting all
power of the Magus to control nature. products of human reason, claiming it is "safer
not to know".

of magic and the ultimate attack on the very concept of human knowledge?
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<t Magic was not sorcery.

<t Agrippa defined it as the
"absolute perfection of the most
noble philosophy.”

<t Goal: To purge medieval
superstition and restore Prisca
Theologia (Ancient Theology).

¥  The Theological Stake: Magic was a way to regain the power Adam possessed before fi‘_—" , |
~ the Fall. Through the Mens (divine intellect), a purified Magus could command nature. =~

g l_.--.:I
LT
o




The Intellectual World

Realm of the Mens (Mind).
Governed by Angels, Demons,
and Archetypes.

The Celestial World

Realm of Ratio (Reason).
Governed by Mathematics,
Stars, and Planets.

The Elemental World

Realm of the Senses.
Governed by Medicine
and Natural Philosophy.
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. Agrippa’s Tripartite World

Spiritus Mundi (World Spirit) -
The connector allowing

the Magus to draw power
from above.
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Natural Magic (Elemental). Relies on ‘occult
virtues' and sympathy ('like begets like’).
Example: The Phoenix regenerates via solar
rays; magnets transfer power to iron.

Celestial Magic (Mathematical).
Relies on harmonious numbers and stellar rays.
Example: Using geometric figures to capture

astral influences.
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Ceremonial Magic (Religious).
Relies on the power of Names.
Example: Using Cabalistic names to

command the Intelligences (angels/demons).
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ay iy e/ - Grammar & Rhetoric:
N // Written in 1526 during ‘x Mere noise and custom.
e ?ersona! |0W’E)Olnt, 1 (4 - Mathematics & Astronomy: |
| De vanitate is a s Uncertain human opinions.
% |, systematic demolition of e ke
X S - Monasticism: ‘Sects of perdition.
¢ - Occult Arts: Agrippa explicitly
recants his own magical writings
as ‘vain, fictitious, and false’. Py
’ '.\‘F, i ' "The structure of the sciences is so risky and unstable that itis £\
% | much safer not to know anything than to have knowledge., N
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The Critique of Reason
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_.. All knowledge enters D 4V /W, The Senses are \ 8 Therefore, Scholastic
==~ the mind through the VA easily deceived and > Reason (Ratio) built on
| inherently limited.

- Senses. ’

The Solution

Reason is treacherous; it must be abandoned in favor of
Faith and the direct illumination of the Mind (Mens).
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Case Study: The Proto-Feminist

De nobilitate et praecellentia foeminei sexus

(s =~/ - Nature: Women are superior in beauty,
| 3

modesty, and speech.

&.Cé) - Creation: Eve was created in Paradise (Adam %

Q@‘ outside). Eve means ‘Life’, Adam means ‘Earth’.

%@y - Sin: Adam sinned knowingly; Eve sinned in

ignorance.

7 The Skeptical Connection: Agrippa argued that the oppression of

women was not ‘Natural Law’ but ‘Unjust Custom’ and ‘Masculine
Tyranny’—using skepticism to attack social authority.
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Synthesis: The Resolution of the Paradox
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' Pars Destruens I I Pars Construens
(Destroying Part). (Building Part).
. Clears away false Offers a path to
' human reason and ol DRI truth via Wisdom
| arrogance. - — of the Ancients. 7
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The two books are not enemies; they are partners in a single
religious project to bypass logic in favor of divine truth.
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True knowledge comes from purifying the soul

so the Mens (Intellect) can receive light from
God. Magic is not a science of logic; itis a
science of Faith.

Agrippa prioritized Experience over Theory. If
Aristotle says X is impossible, but experience
shows X happens, Aristotle is wrong. He accepted

magic because he saw ‘evidence’ of miracles.




y & The Spurious Legacy
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/ Real Practice: Agrippa maintained alchemical
laboratories (Metz, Geneva), viewing alchemy
as a physical investigation of nature via the

é(\sjpiritus Mundi.
AT o

The Pseud

?VHis reputation as a “black magician” was
cemented by the “Fourth Book of Occult
Philosophy” (1559)—a spurious text filled with
demonic rituals he likely would have condemn
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Roots, Leaves,
and Fire

The Flowres to air
draw neer,

~and subtiltie,

And seeds a kindred
fire have with the sky.

flores aérem,

propter subtilitatem:
semina ignem,
propter spirita
gignitiuum.
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| The Faust Legend - Metaphysical Visual Evidence |
i' e | POCtI’}’ S ———— "
| | Agrippa was the archetype ;
| for the "scholarly magician” Th‘nmas Valughan clyle |
'L___L who renounces knowledge. Enghs!‘u mystics borrowed Plants in the root In plantis quog;, terra JEL
i {} ) He is a direct model for j Agrippa’s cosmology. :_ with Earth do most imitatur radices, <)
| Mar| '« Dr. Faust .r Comply, propter densitatem: s 7
| | ArlowWe S LIk atlStus. | || Their Leafs with water,( 1o 1 folia autem, aquam
|| and humiditie, Phrasing: propter succum:




= Socratic caught betw%en‘ the death of Medieval
~ certainty and th blrth of Modern science.

iy 5 : : i —
E % = ] ;

e

——

His work was a lifelong attempt to navigate a world of uncertainty by
anchoring the human soul in divine faith—using Magic as the ladder
to climb from the Elemental debris to the Intellectual divine.
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