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Ever since the trailblazing work of Arnaldo Momigliano, historians of ideas have come to appreciate early 

modern antiquaries as forgotten pioneers of historical research, whose studies of the distant past and its 

material remains were capable of producing impressive and lasting results. If the picture may look slightly 

differently where ancient Egypt is concerned, this is due in large parts to the pervasive influence of 

Renaissance hermeticism, which fostered the conviction of many that the hieroglyphs preserved on 

Egyptian monuments codified profound philosophical secrets – an assumption that, although officially laid 

to rest by Jean-François Champollion’s decipherment of the Rosetta Stone (1822), has continued to 

inspire those who inhabit the fringes of academic scholarship, as witnessed by works as diverse as those 

of Helena Blavatsky and Martin Bernal. The most notorious early modern attempt to unlock the coded 

wisdom of ancient Egypt is without a doubt Athanasius Kircher’s massive »Oedipus Egyptiacus«, 

published in four-volumes in 1655 and to this day widely noted as a prime example of ebullient, but 

misguided, erudition. Loaded with a dazzling display of quotations in sundry oriental languages and a vast 

array of detailed drawings of ancient artifacts, the work announced to the world nothing less than its 

author’s discovery of the universal key to hieroglyphic inscriptions, whose true meanings confirmed long-

held ideas about the existence of an »ancient theology« (prisca theologia), which reconciled ancient 

Egyptian history and philosophy with the biblical origins story. Obelisks and hieroglyphs, Kircher’s readers 

learned, had been created by the legendary sage Hermes Trismegistus as a means of preserving arcane 

knowledge of God and nature traceable back to the early biblical patriarchs, which later suffered 

admixtures of magic and superstition by Egyptian priests. Following the prevalent misconceptions in his 

ancient and contemporary sources, Kircher thought that hieroglyphs represented a non-discursive 

language of emblematic symbols, which, for all their inherent ambiguity, he felt able to translate into 

coherent Latin prose through a series of »ideal readings«. The key to these readings was provided by the 

philosophy espoused in notorious »esoteric« sources such as the Corpus Hermeticum, the Chaldean 

Oracles, and the Kabbalah.

In his well-crafted, clearly argued, and informative study of the »Egyptian Oedipus«, Daniel Stolzenberg 

makes Kircher’s odd Egyptological foray understandable to the modern reader via an exploration of its 

geographic and historical context. In elucidating the latter, he takes particular care to outline the state and 

practice of mid-seventeenth-century antiquarianism, when the study of oriental languages was a relatively 

new and highly exciting pursuit, which promised to recover lost continents of ancient history; and when 

Renaissance enthusiasm for occult philosophy and new empirical methods of studying the past coexisted 
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and intermingled in ways that would have seen quaint only half a century later (Stolzenberg uses the term 

»esoteric antiquarianism«, the title of ch. 1, to describe this complex of ideas). What may look like a 

fanciful attempt to buttress Neoplatonic doctrine by reading it into ancient artifacts is thus revealed as a 

serious »antiquarian and philological enterprise« (p. 225), whose author hoped to achieve fame as the first 

man to crack the hieroglyphic code. In Stolzenberg’s convincingly argued view, Kircher was not out to 

promote hermeticism as a philosophy or to make an argument about the relationship between Christianity 

and ancient paganism (at least not primarily), but to uncover the lost meaning of ancient Egyptian myths 

and symbols. It just so happened that the concepts of occult philosophy and »ancient theology« provided 

an ideal interpretative framework to extract such meaning from the available evidence. 

The other focus of the study is on Kircher’s Roman environment, where Egyptian artifacts and rare 

oriental manuscripts were more easily available than elsewhere and where powerful patrons and 

institutions, including the Society of Jesus and the Catholic Church, fostered and financed Kircher’s 

research, but also curtailed the boundaries of what could be written. In ch. 2, »How to Get Ahead in the 

Republic of Letters«, Stolzenberg starts by acquainting us with the towering figure of Nicolas-Claude Fabri 

de Peiresc (d. 1637), whose interest in Kircher, in particular his possession of a mysterious Arabic treatise 

on hieroglyphs (attributed to Rabbi Barachias Nephi of Babylon), was crucial in getting the Jesuit scholar 

to Rome and securing his ongoing financial and institutional backing. Kircher’s Roman support structure is 

further sketched in ch. 3, while a separate chapter (ch. 6) looks at the Jesuit censorship reports that were 

filed with regard to the »Oedipus Aegyptiacus« as well as at the changes made to the original autograph 

of the work. These show us how his order’s demands of doctrinal purity constrained Kircher in ways 

which, although minor on the surface, make it difficult for us to assess his true attitude towards the beliefs 

and practices he described, which included potentially »dangerous« forms of Hebrew Kabbalah and 

Arabic planetary magic. Chapters 4, 5, and 7 deal with various aspects of the »Oedipus«’s contents, while 

a final chapter (»Oedipus at Large«) gives an illuminating overview of the work’s afterlife, showing us that, 

for all the misgivings his ideas and methods inevitably earned, both Kircher’s »Oedipus« and his 

pioneering Coptological publications remained frequently cited benchmarks of the scholarly discussion 

during the Enlightenment era and even up to the time of Champollion and Thomas Young.

Stolzenberg’s book is a major contribution to ongoing research on Athanasius Kircher’s intellectual 

biography, whose twists and turns are notorious for the way they elude modern-day categories – making it 

all too easy to dismiss the man as a crank or just stare at his monumental works with baffled curiosity. 

Stolzenberg’s in-depth engagement with the intellectual, but also the social and political, setting of 

Kircher’s Egyptological tour de force brings to the surface the preconceptions and pressures under which 

the German Jesuit worked. At the same time, he does not hide the fact that Kircher’s »excess of good 

will« (to quote his early patron Peiresc) was noticeable even to contemporaries and that his practices 

more than once straddled the boundaries of antiquarian fraudulence. The result is a transparent and 

three-dimensional picture of the »Oedipus Aegyptiacus« and its author, which sets a successful precedent 

for future undertakings of this kind (in an ideal world, we would have separate books of this quality and 
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range for the »Mundus subterraneus«, the »Arca Noe«, the »China illustrata«, and all the other 

typographical marvels Kircher produced during his career). In closing one should mention that Stolzenberg 

and his publisher did not miss the opportunity to furnish the book with numerous images of Kircher’s 

engravings, which, murky as some of them may be in the present volume, do much to convey the 

enduring fascination of the »Oedipus« and his other works. Equally commendable is the publisher’s 

decision to produce the book with footnotes rather than endnotes, making an eminently readable study 

even more pleasant to peruse. 
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