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»Germanus Incredibilis«, an epithet coined by the poet Georg Philipp Harsdörffer (1606–1658), is just one 

among countless expressions of adulation that are found in the letters addressed to the Jesuit polymath 

Athanasius Kircher (1601/2–1680), to whom the origins of infectious diseases and the mechanics of a 

volcano were no less an incentive for exploration than the history of China or the hieroglyphs of Egypt. 

Between his fateful arrival in Rome in 1633, where he would build the Museum Kircherianum, a legendary 

scientific Wunderkammer, at the Jesuit Collegio Romano, and his death in 1680, Kircher’s favours were 

sought by roughly 800 known correspondents, whose letters reached him almost daily, requesting or 

offering thanks for books or mechanical devices, sending in scientific specimens and data or simply asking 

for expert advice. Aside from Kircher’s many peers in the seventeenth-century Republic of Letters, this 

vast epistolary network included a pope and two emperors, prelates and princes, Jesuits and rabbis, 

politicians and poets from across Europe (and indeed from around the globe), who almost without 

exception marvelled at the boundless curiosity and resourcefulness with which the enigmatic German 

collected and examined the wonders of this world. While in later years many would turn to sneer at the 

credulity with which Kircher sometimes approached his subjects, for a certain time at least he was treated 

as Rome’s »universal oracle« that could yield answers to every imaginable question. His fame even 

travelled to the New World, where the Mexican nun, poet and philosopher Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz 

(1651–1695) created the neologism kirkerizar (to kircherize) to describe her own ventures into a world of 

recondite and fanciful knowledge1.

Although recent decades have seen a revival of scholarly interest in the learned Jesuit, the immensity of 

his written work has impeded the completion of comprehensive intellectual biographies, as research has 

instead tended to manifest itself in symposia, articles, and monographs on more select aspects of 

Kircher’s oeuvre2. One of the few attempts to broach the phenomenon Athanasius Kircher in a more 

sweeping manner was undertaken 45 years ago by the British-Australian scholar John Edward Fletcher 

1 See Paula Findlen, A Jesuit’s Books in the New World: Athanasius Kircher and His American Readers, in: id., (ed.), 
Athanasius Kircher: The Last Man Who Knew Everything, New York 2004, p. 329–64.

2 Among the more noteworthy exceptions are the works of Joscelyn Godwin, Athanasius Kircher. A Renaissance Man 
and the Quest for Lost Knowledge, London1979; id., Athanasius Kircher’s Theatre of the World, London 2009.
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(1940–1992) in an unpublished Master’s thesis on Kircher’s correspondence, submitted to Queen Mary 

College, London, in 1966. This important work, which had long been an insider’s tip among kircherists, is 

now finally being made more widely available thanks to the dedicated efforts of Fletcher’s wife Elizabeth, 

who enlisted the help of several experts in preparing the present edition, which is entirely reconstructed 

from handwritten material (the author himself apparently never went near a typewriter). 

In preparation for his astonishingly ambitious thesis, the young John Fletcher undertook the task of 

working through more than 2300 individual letters written or – in the vast majority of cases – received by 

Kircher, the bulk of which is archived at the Pontifical Gregorian University in Rome.3 Aside from the first 

six chapters on »Kircher’s Life and Works« (Part I, p. 3–192), the main part of the book consists in an 

extended survey of this correspondence, comprising ten chapters or ca. 250 pages (p. 195–458), which 

also incorporate a look at Kircher’s reception among German literary figures up to Friedrich Schiller, who, 

as Fletcher is able to show, was inspired by a story told in the Kircherian »Mundus subterraneus« (a 

pioneering work of volcanology) to write his ballad »Der Taucher« (p. 366–388). Strangely, the last three 

chapters of this epistolary survey are needlessly separated from the rest under the heading »Part III: 

Kircher’s Life and Letters«, despite the fact that they obviously cohere with »Part II: Kircher’s 

Correspondence«, with no strictly biographical material being covered. Kircher’s life is instead the subject 

of Part IV, a supplement not found in Fletcher’s original work, which contains his annotated translation of 

Kircher’s autobiographical Vita (p. 461–551). As a further addendum, ten of the letters discussed are 

reproduced in their entirety as manuscript images, courtesy of the Kircher Correspondence Project, which 

has made the collection of letters from the Gregorian University Archive available online.4 This project, 

headed by Michael John Gorman and Nick Wilding, continues to unearth and catalogue further Kircherian 

letters in libraries and archives outside Rome that were not recorded in Fletcher’s publications – a fact that 

would have deserved a mention somewhere in this book. 

While Fletcher’s biographical and epistolary research is of high and abiding value, the advanced age of 

his account becomes more noticeable in the chapters that study Kircher’s role in the history of science 

(p. 68–192), a field where knowledge and insight have increased by leaps and bounds since the 1960s. 

Just like any other prospective kircherist, Fletcher had to face the daunting task of placing Kircher’s 

stupendous tomes of erudition within the historical context of disciplines as disparate as musicology, 

Egyptology, microscopy, and geology. Given the circumstances, it is inevitable that the author occasionally 

found himself out of his depth. That said, a sentence like »Michael Servetus was burned to death for 

suggesting that the chambers of the heart were perforated« (p. 112) was recognizable as crass historical 

blunder even in 1966 and would have warranted an editor’s note.

In a similar vein, while the recent decades of research have by no means rendered Fletcher’s thesis 

3 See also John E. Fletcher, Athanasius Kircher and his Correspondence, in: id. (ed.), Athanasius Kircher und seine 
Beziehungen zum gelehrten Europa seiner Zeit, Wiesbaden 1988, p. 139–178.

4 http://www.stanford.edu/group/kircher/cgi-bin/site/?page_id=7.
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useless, its strengths lie more in the vast amount of material it judiciously presents than in its contribution 

to more theoretical kinds of reflection on Athanasius Kircher and his significance. Half a century down the 

line, Kircher’s baroque quest for universal knowledge continues to pose puzzling questions, especially 

when it comes to locating its exact place in early modern intellectual history. Shiftless commonplaces, like 

that of alternately attaching to Kircher’s ideas the labels »medieval« and »modern«, which may have still 

been excusable in Fletcher’s time (see e. g. p. XVII, 82, 97, 129f., 134), are clearly no longer appropriate. 

As the inclusion of this book in Brill’s Aries Book Series would suggest, Kircher’s writings on subjects such 

as hieroglyphs, kabbalah and sunflower clocks bespeak a worldview infused with hermetism, but the 

precise boundaries of his thought, the extent to which he may have been an »esoteric« author, have never 

been sufficiently delineated. Perhaps it is even futile to try and do so, as is hinted at by Garry Trompf, who 

provides a helpful introductory section on »Athanasius Kircher as Esoteric Thinker and the State of Kircher 

Scholarship« (p. XXI–XXXIV). Be that as it may, it is certainly not among the least of its merits that 

Fletcher’s book, read from the distance of several decades, makes one alert to the fact that we are still at 

some remove from a truly authoritative assessment, one that would successfully aim at »the whole 

Kircher«, tracing all the complex ramifications of his thought – religious, scientific, and philosophical. 

Anyone with the courage to embark on this immense, but important, mission, will find in the present 

volume some excellent starting ground. 
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