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The study of learned medieval magic
has emerged as a significant field of
research since the 1990s. Scholarship
has largely taken the form of founda-
tional research from the perspectives
of book and intellectual history: tex-
tual sources have been classified into
genres and edited; scholars have also
examined the origins of these texts
and analysed medieval debates sur-
rounding magic (Klaassen, Boudet,
Weill-Parot).

The field’s relative novelty means
scholarship has largely focused
on bringing previously unknown
sources to the attention of academia,
while many subsequent steps have
yet to be taken. In this respect
Andrea Franchetto’s 2024 doctoral
monograph, Rituals of Perceptual
Presence: Space, Material Culture,
and Efficacy in Late-Medieval Learned
Magic, whose principal aim is to in-
vestigate medieval learned magic’s
conceptions of ritual spaces and
practices through the modern tools
of religious studies, constitutes a
long-awaited new opening.

The textual corpus of learned
medieval magic consists of dozens
of works that describe the perfor-
mance of magical operations or
the manufacture of objects such as

talismans. While numerous sources
or the traditions they reflect origi-
nated in antiquity or in Arabic and
Jewish cultural contexts, many texts
were adapted in medieval Europe to
better align with Christian cultural
norms.

In the genre of ritual magic,
the aim is to communicate with a
spiritual being. Franchetto’s key
concept is what he terms ‘rituals of
perceptual presence’ (abbreviated
as RoPP). The ritual’s purpose is to
establish contact with ‘culturally
postulated superhuman agencies’
— most commonly named angels,
demons, or ‘spirits” — so that these
agencies become perceptible to
the senses. The central research
question is: “How are the expected
sensorial experiences of ambigu-
ous corporealities interlinked with
the conceptualization and design
of ritual spaces as depicted in me-
dieval handbooks?” Franchetto ex-
amines in particular the relationship
between superhuman presence and
the design of ritual space, but the
dissertation also deals extensively
with the transmission and transfor-
mation of ritual knowledge across
cultural contexts.

In relation to earlier scholarship
on learned magic this dissertation is
distinctly theory-oriented and seeks
to break out of the text-historical
research tradition. According to
Franchetto the systematization and
analysis of magical books should not
be undertaken primarily through
textual genres or codicological
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categories but with the aid of a
phenomenology of perception. He
aims at the same time to reform the
study of religion, which has thus far
overlooked the sources of learned
magic. His point of departure here
is the spatial turn, which in religious
studies has emphasized the impor-
tance of tangible topography.

The dissertation opens with
extensive chapters that present its
theoretical foundations and key
concepts. In addition to approaches
from religious studies such as me-
diation theory, Franchetto discusses
theories drawn from the cognitive
sciences, cognitive neuroscience,
psychology, and anthropology in
considerable detail. He also devel-
ops his own compelling theoretical
tools for analysing magical sources,
such as the ‘continuum of presence’,
which he proposes as a way of
describing the intermediate stages
of spirits’ perceptible presence be-
tween the fully imagined and the
fully manifest. Although some of
these tools are employed less ex-
tensively in the analytical chapters
than one might expect, the broad
theoretical section nonetheless pro-
vides a credible and well-grounded
multidisciplinary foundation for
the study.

The analysis focuses on six textu-
al sources. The Latin Picatrix and the
Vatican manuscript Reg. Lat. 1283a
represent the genre of ‘astral magic’,
translated from Arabic; Almandal,
Liber iuratus Honorii, the Clavicula
Salomonis, and the manuscript CLM
849 (commonly referred to as the
Munich Handbook; see Kieckhefer)
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exemplify ritual magic. These sourc-
es constitute some of the best-known
literary witnesses to medieval magic
and have been extensively discussed
in the scholarly literature. Never-
theless, the first selection criteria
mentioned, transparency and acces-
sibility, raise certain questions. The
intention was to include only edited
sources that are readily available to
scholars. The study therefore neces-
sarily relies on previous scholarship
and the interpretations of earlier edi-
tors. A broader sample would have
provided additional depth to the
analysis, especially given that both
the edited corpus (for example, the
Liber veneris of Toz Grecus, the edi-
tion published in Esotericism and De-
viance) and the extensive manuscript
material contain numerous cases
that could plausibly be interpreted
as instances of RoPP.

Franchetto has identified 57
RoPP cases in the material, which
are analysed in three thematic
chapters. In chapter 4, he employs
a ‘hermeneutic analysis’ to exam-
ine the spatiotemporal conceptions
through which the ritual spaces
prescribed in the magical manuals
were intended to generate a sense
of sacredness. Chapter 5 employs
what Franchetto terms a “structural
analysis’ to examine how interaction
is organized within ritual space. The
chapter concludes with an analysis
of the visual diagrams used in magi-
cal practice, such as circles drawn on
the ground for summoning spirits
or for protection from them, distin-
guishing five different models of the
operative logic of these diagrams.
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Chapter 6 concludes the monograph
with an investigation of how the pre-
viously identified spatial paradigms
are conceived as efficacious through
various material means.

The study’s principal strengths
lie in its systematic approach and
its commitment to careful classifica-
tion. Many of the observations that
emerge will be familiar to scholars
who know the sources, yet Franchet-
to presents them in clearly defined
categories that are conceptualized
and situated within a coherent
theoretical framework. The specific
features of rituals of perceptual pres-
ence across the different sources
are documented with considerable
precision, and the study insightfully
demonstrates how the ritual nature
of space is correlated with the mode
in which the spirit is manifested.
One of the dissertation’s strongest
arguments is precisely this demon-
strated correlation: when the spirit’s
perceptible presence is expected to
be strong, the physical arrangement
of the ritual space becomes corre-
spondingly more meticulous.

It is also impressive that the
‘magic circles’ that have been dis-
cussed in scholarship since the 1990s
are here for the first time systemati-
cally and convincingly categorized
into five basic types, based on how
they define the spatial relationship
between the magician and the sum-
moned spirit. Moreover, the numer-
ous tables included in the analysis
effectively visualize the results and
introduce a valuable quantitative
dimension to the study. The disser-
tation also presents an important ob-

BOOK REVIEWS

servation concerning magical circles:
the spatial diagrams used in magic
were influenced by cosmographic
sources that modelled the structure
of the Earth or the cosmos through
patterns of concentric circles, such
as wind roses depicting prevailing
winds. This observed correlation in-
dicates that the connections between
ritual magic and scientific writings
were stronger than previously as-
sumed.

Occasionally, I would have wel-
comed somewhat greater precision
and further elaboration. Because the
dissertation seeks to distance itself
from earlier research on learned
magic and to establish a new re-
search paradigm, it would have
been necessary to articulate more
fully its relationship with previous
scholarship and the concepts and
classifications employed within that
tradition.

For example, one of the key
terms, learned magic, is defined
rather briefly, and the discussions
of the concept in the 2010s are not
addressed. Similarly, the fourfold
division of learned magic — natural
magic, image magic, ritual magic,
and divination — which has ap-
peared in many discussions over
the past twenty years, receives
little attention (Klaassen; Lang).
In describing the material, the
dissertation also employs labels
such as proper magical handbooks,
experimenta, and ritual books, terms
that are less frequently used in the
field and that would have benefited
from more precise definition. Most
importantly, the dissertation does
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not discuss how research on the
textual corpus of ritual magic has
developed since the 1990s. Yet this
scholarly trajectory constitutes the
most significant development for
the study of learned magic, and a
more thorough engagement with it
would have been fundamental to the
dissertation’s aims.

It is also problematic that the
dissertation largely sidesteps the
question of whether these experi-
ments were actually performed -
especially as many sources contain
indications that such attempts were
indeed made. Franchetto notes that
he has chosen to focus on ‘experts
in magic who compiled ritual texts’,
yet the question of who these ex-
perts were remains unresolved. The
orientation towards textual compi-
lation also moves the work closer
to a text-historical approach than
may have been intended. In several
places the analysis seems to rely
on the assumption that the sources
represent the deliberate work of
trained specialists. However, this
overlooks the logic of medieval lit-
erary culture, in which copying and
editing were the product of multiple
contingent factors. Stronger argu-
ments would therefore be required
to demonstrate that a given text
reflects an intentional work of an
‘expert’ rather than the incidental
copying or haphazard editing of a
dilettante, for example.

It would also have been impor-
tant to situate the topic more fully
within the broader textual corpus
of learned magic. The book almost
entirely overlooks the Asclepius, a
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key component of the theoretical
Hermetica, which exerted a decisive
influence on medieval discussions
of spirit invocation, necromancy,
and idolatry. Moreover, RoPP cases
are compared only minimally with
other magical sources; in chapter 4,
for example, particularly in the sub-
section on ritual translocations, Ars
notoria and the Liber florum would
have offered rich comparative ma-
terial that could have deepened the
analysis and brought the medieval
ritual framework into clearer view.
These works are “classics” of ritual
magic and have been the subject
of substantial scholarship in the
present century. As it stands, the
comparison remains very limited
and appears only in the conclusions.

Despite a few areas where further
development would have been wel-
come, Rituals of Perceptual Presence is
nonetheless an exceptionally strong
dissertation and a much-needed
contribution to one of the emerging
directions in the study of magic. Its
undeniable strengths lie in its clas-
sification, systematic approach, and
conceptual innovation, as well as in
its competent application of meth-
odologies from modern disciplines
to medieval material. I have long
missed attempts drawing on fields
such as perceptual psychology,
cognitive science, and neuroscience
to explain why the magical proce-
dures described in medieval sources
were believed or experienced to be
effective. Franchetto’s dissertation
is in this respect both significant
and highly welcome, and one may
look forward with anticipation to
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the further developments that his
continued work in this direction
may bring.
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