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The most important source o f information on Agrippa's life is the correspondence o f 451 letters divided into
seven books, collected and published in the sixteenth century.(i) Thanks to this correspondence, the main lines
o f Agrippa's biography are known, though many uncertainties concerning details remain.(2) At the beginning o f
his career he had several brief academic positions at the universities o f Dole, Pavia and Turin. Later, he had
various short-lived employments, as 'advocatus, syndicus et orator’ in the service o f the free imperial city of
Metz, as town physician at Fribourg, as court physician of the French Queen M other Louise of Savoie, and as
court historian o f the Governor o f the Low Countries, Margaret of Austria. After losing this last position in the
early thirties o f the sixteenth century, he never held another post. He died under unclear circumstances, having
spent his final years in destitution. A balanced historic evaluation and interpretation o f Agrippa's thought is
complex for two different reasons. Firstly, his writings are difficult to read because they are all written in
scholarly Latin, characterized by the use o f a specific vocabulary and style containing both medieval, scholastic
and renaissance, humanistic elements. Secondly, the objective, unbiased reading o f his work is hampered by ageold prejudices against Agrippa. Already during his lifetime, Agrippa was accused by the Church o f being
involved in illicit magical practices and o f embracing heretical beliefs. After his death, these accusations
continued to be formulated against Agrippa both by catholics and protestants, and both in scholarly and popular
literature. Thus, modem, critical research was burdened with an unhistoric, almost mythical picture of Agrippa
as a devilish magician and a m ocker o f Christianity. In the scholarly research o f the past decades, this legendary
picture o f Agrippa is being challenged, but a new, coherent evaluation o f Agrippa's thinking has not yet been
developed. This paper aims at contributing to such an evaluation.(3)
Agrippa was an independent and extremely versatile scholar. His correspondence and the writings published
during his lifetime show that his attention was mainly focused on the investigation o f nature ('the secrets of
nature', to use a term frequently used in Agrippa's time) and theology.(4) At first sight, there is little coherence
within the body o f his writings. However, a careful reading o f his works reveals that Agrippa's Neoplatonic way
o f thinking definitely provide a mutual cohesion between Agrippa's writings.
Agrippa endorsed the basic Neoplatonic views on humankind, as is clear from On Occult Philosophy, book 3,
chapter 36, the Dialogue on Hum ankind and the Lecture on the Power and Wisdom o f God.(5) He holds the idea
that humankind, before the Fall, lived as immortal, hermaphrodite beings in a state o f continuous contemplation
o f God. The Fall ended this state o f bliss, humankind became mortal and was divided into male and female
beings. As a result o f the Fall, the state o f immediate contemplation o f God was interrupted and humankind was
forced to live henceforth in the darkness o f the material world. According to Agrippa, the most important task o f
humankind is to restore its prelapsarian state. In this context Agrippa stresses the need for spirituality, that is, the
need for individual human beings to purify their souls. Agrippa formulates the importance o f this task for
instance in several letters, in the Discourse on Monastic Life and in the final chapters o f the Declamation on the
Uncertainty and Vanity o f Sciences and Arts.
In his Book on the Three Ways to Know God, Agrippa explains that there are three ways which can lead to a
restoration o f the direct contemplation o f God.(6) The first way proceeds via nature and is the way followed by
the heathens; the second way is offered by the Jewish revelation, and the third way is the way of the Christian

revelation. In the Dissuasion against Pagan Theology, Agrippa argues that for Christians, the first two ways are
useful supplements to the third way, but with the proviso that they can become harmful if too much attention is
paid to them.
Agrippa's keen interest for the investigation o f the secrets of nature corresponds to the first way to know God.
His massive Three Books on Occult Philosophy, dealing with natural, celestial and ceremonial magic, is the
outstanding result o f this interest. It is significant that Agrippa him self stresses that he wrote this work to liberate
occult philosophy from its negative reputation caused by charlatans in the field and sustained by many Christian
authors from the time o f the early Church onward (Letter I, 23, in Opera, pp. 620-621). Agrippa completed this
work as early as 1509/1510. It circulated in manuscript for many years, during which time Agrippa kept revising
it. In 1527, Agrippa first expressed his intention to publish his work in print, but it lasted until 1531 before this
project was materialized, and even then only book one was published (two separate editions were published, one
in Antwerp and one in Cologne). The first complete edition appeared in 1533 at Cologne, after unsuccessful
attempts by the local Inquisitor to prevent the publication.(7)
As many other Renaissance students o f magic, e.g. Ficino, Agrippa distinguished between black magic and white
magic. Müller-Jahncke argued persuasively against the widespread view that Agrippa's magic is demonic, and
stressed that Agrippa never intended his work on magic to be used as a manual for the invocation o f spirits.(8)
Agrippa explicitly condemned charlatans in the field o f magic. On the other hand, he welcomed the practice of
magic by those who have the proper spiritual attitude (which he called on several occasions the key ['clavis']) to
the true understanding o f magic), that is, by those who have Christian faith in God.(9) Magic thus performed is,
according to Agrippa, the highest form o f philosophy ('absoluta philosophiae consummatio'; letter VII, 26, in
Opera, vol. 2, p. 1043).
Agrippa's correspondence shows that he had a good reputation as an expert on the secrets o f nature, and that he
conducted experiments throughout his lifetime, usually together with other occultists.(10) In this scientific work,
his attitude was rationalistic. Thus, he mocked insincere alchemists whose sole aim was to manufacture gold.QJJ
His attitude toward astrology was similar. He was familiar with astrology from childhood and studied it
carefully,^ ) but was strongly opposed to the popular belief in astrological prognostications/ 13) Agrippa's
study o f medicine and practice as a physician is strongly linked with his activities as a natural ist. (14) Finally, his
treatise on geomancyf 15) and two lost treatises, one on mining and one on firearms, show his expertise in the
study of nature.( 16)
As a theologian, Agrippa was also strongly influenced by Neoplatonism. He believed that there is a strict
division between the material world, approachable by our senses and intellect, and the spiritual world,
approachable by faith alone. The main consequence o f this tenet is that humankind is not able on its own
strength to understand God's plan, but that it has to rely on faith to reach this understanding. Agrippa formulates
this thought in many passages o f his correspondence and writings, primarily in the last chapters of the
Declamation on the Uncertainty and Vanity o f Sciences and Arts (where he uses the Lutheran term 'sola fide', by
faith alone).
This Neoplatonic way o f thinking explains why Agrippa categorically rejected scholastic theology. According to
Agrippa, scholastic theology confounds the study o f created things and the study of divine things. More
specifically, Agrippa feels that scholastic theology wrongly attempts to underpin and clarify rationally the truths
of religion by means o f artificial proof and logical reasoning. Agrippa formulates this criticism o f scholastic
theology in numerous passages o f his writings, specifically in his Lecture on the Power and Wisdom o f God and
in chapter 5 o f the Book on the Three Ways to Know God.( i l ) As an alternative to scholastic theology, Agrippa
chooses for a theology which confines itself to the study o f the those elements in Christian religion which remain
uncertain. In concrete terms, theologians should not discuss the articles o f faith and the other points concerning
which there exists a dogma or binding council pronouncements, which embody the religious truth. Theological
research should be confined to things concerning which different views are possible. In their research,
theologians should aim at reaching an understanding o f the truth, that is, a proper understanding of God's
intentions. To conduct this research adequately, theologians must focus on the Bible. Its true meaning should be
looked for by means o f careful study o f the Biblical text itself and by means o f careful evaluation o f the
exegetical work o f those theologians who have studied the Bible in good faith. This includes, besides the
writings o f the canonical writers (that is, the Church Fathers and certain medieval theologians), the writers
belonging to the prisca theologia and the Hermetic tradition. Agrippa followed this method of research and
observed these doctrinal restrictions and in all his theological writings.

So far, we have seen why Agrippa, as a Neoplatonist, opposes scholastic theology as a system. Another
important aspect o f Agrippa's way o f theologizing is the fact that he challenges the theologians o f his day who
practiced scholastic theology. It was mentioned above that the Inquisition tried to prevent the publication o f On
Occult Philosophy. Similarly, Agrippa's theological opinions were on several occasions attacked by influential
theologians as being heretical. In 1509, his public lectures on Reuchlin's De verbo mirifico at the University of
Dole were attacked by the provincial o f the Franciscan order in Burgundy, in 1518, when he was working in
Metz, his endorsement o f Lefevre d'Etaples's work on the triple marriage o f Saint Anne was attacked by the prior
o f the local Dominican friary and a recent doctor o f the Sorbonne, and finally, in 1530 a number of passages
from his Declamation on the Uncertainty and Vanity o f Sciences and Arts, published in Antwerp, were
condemned by theologians o f Louvain university. Each time, Agrippa defended him self at length, by refuting the
charges o f heresy and by criticizing the arrogant attitude o f his opponents, who preferred to condemn rather than
to argue and discuss.(18) What Agrippa fought against in these polemical writings, was the tendency of
professional theologians, trained in the scholastic tradition, to monopolize the debate on theological matters and
to ostracize those scholars who did not share their views and who followed different methods o f research by
marking them as heretics.(19) In these writings, Agrippa manifested him self as a supporter o f those theologians
who advocated reform in the Church and who advanced new methods in divine studies, such as Gianfrancesco
Pico della Mirandola, Reuchlin, Lefevre d'Etaples and Erasmus. For his part, Agrippa wrote his theological
works which were m eant as invitations to scholarly debate. In concrete terms, this means firstly that he presents
his views solely on matters concerning which there exists no fixed doctrine, in other words, concerning which
the Church allows theologians to debate. Secondly, he explains his own views concerning the matter at hand, yet
he does not make any apodictic statements about them, but rather brings to the fore arguments which are likely
to persuade the scholarly reader, and presents them with such a modest attitude as to invite the reader who is not
convinced to defend a different view. Agrippa used the label 'declamation' for several o f writings to define their
dialogical nature.
In conclusion, two elements characterize Agrippa as a Christian philosopher and theologian, and give him a
unique position in the intellectual world o f his day. First, his Neoplatonic way of thinking opened his mind to the
value o f the Esoteric tradition and the Jewish theology for Biblical exegesis. Second, he defended with
uncommon vigor the notion o f free exchange o f ideas among scholars. There is a certain heroic character to this
attitude, because it brought him in conflict with influential men who were able to harm one's career (as Agrippa
found to his cost) and threaten one's life. Many scholars indeed shared Agrippa's frustration with the intolerant
attitude o f the professional theologians, but not all o f them had the stamina to oppose it as consistently and
aggressively as Agrippa did.
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