DOCTOR DEEprivate 
It is difficult, very difficult in the case of John Dee, not to see history as an attempt to arrive at present knowledge and present attitudes. It is clearly tempting for historians to see him as a Mathematician, Astronomer and Geographer who was distracted from his proper studies by an interest in Angels. However, such a view fails to take proper cognisance of John Dee's own view of the world, to note that he was a Churchman, an Astrologer, a neo-Platonist, and part of the tradition of Renaissance thought which believed that ancient wisdom was the best, and that God, through the mediation of the spirits, was the ultimate and originary repository of all knowledge. 

Dee's reputation has been considerable, and not all good. Foxe's so called 'Book of Martyrs' (which, in theory at least, was chained in every parish church under Elizabeth I) condemned him in his own lifetime as 'Doctor Dee, the great conjurer', and as a 'Caller of Divells'. Dee was forced to issue a plea that Foxe's 'damnable sklaunder' be suppressed. All reference to him was struck out of the 1576 edition, for Dee had good connections at court, including Elizabeth herself. Dee's house at Mortlake was ransacked by an angry mob when he left for the Continent in 1583. Years after his death Meric Casaubon published an edited version of his dealings with Angels in an apparent attempt to discredit the belief in Divine Revelation very much prevalent within Radical Protestantism. During his long life he gained the interest, acquaintance and even respect of the Sidneys, Gerard Mercator, the Earl of Leicester, Tycho Brahe, and the Emperor Maximillian. Even the Duke of Northumberland seems to have thought well of him. It is thought Milton had read his introduction to Billingshurst's Euclid.

While the matter of intellectual traditions in the Renaissance is complicated, it is clear that Dee's scientific and Mathematical interests were out of step with the hidebound Aristotelian scholasticism of the Universities. Mathematics was so linked with magic at this period that Agrippa had declared the study of magic without mathematics to be futile. Mathematical texts were burned as 'Popish'. All attempts to discover better explanations for the nature of things than the Bible could provide were regarded with justifiable suspicion by the majority. Mathematics was, for Kepler and Galileo not least, a part of the mind of God (a prejudice one can still hear reiterated by the more romantically inclined scientist). The mystical significance of number was stressed by the Pythagoreans, by Cabbalism and Numerology. Much of that respected exemplar of scientific rationality Isaac Newton's intellectual effort was devoted to a numerological analysis of the Book of Revelations. As Wayne Shumaker says
'Even men in the vanguard of modern thought - Copernicus, Kepler, Newton -  held as axiomatic ideas wildly 
discontinuous with those operative in us.....that the stars and planets are gods, that numbers and their proportions are 'real', that geometric shapes have inherent virtues.'

(Renaissance Curiosa, p.11)

John Dee was born in 1527. His father was a personal servant to Henry VIII in some obscure capacity. Dee was an Undergraduate at St. John's College Cambridge fom 1542, where, by his own account, he studied eighteen hours a day. He was elected a fellow of St. John's, and on the foundation of Trinity College he became an under reader in Greek. During his time in Cambridge he contributed to stage designs, on 'Neo-Vitruvian' principles, according to Frances Yates, including a huge beetle which flew up into the air with a man on its back. He visited the Low Countries in 1547, and returned to Cambridge to be awarded his M.A. in 1548. From then until July 1550 he studied at Louvain, where he met the cartographer Gerard Mercator. He lectured at the University of Paris on Euclid's elements, as far as we know with great success. He was offered, but refused, a Regius Professorship in Mathematics. Much that is good in Dee's reputation now depends on his popularising Mathematical knowledge, yet

'"Mathematics" in Dee's time included many subjects.....
optics, architecture, surveying, fortification, cartography, 
astronomy, navigation.'   (Heilbron, p.4)

To which Dee could add 'Perspective, Musike, Cosmographie and Astrologie' and also Architecture. Yates credits him with an influence on English neo-Classicism. He returned to England in 1551, bringing navigational instruments as yet unknown in England, including two of Mercator's globes, a rod, and a brass ring. He wrote instructions on the use of the Celestial globe for Edward VI, (John Cheke, Dee's former Professor, was Edward's tutor). He also took up employment with the powerful Duke of Northumberland, both as tutor to his children (who included the future Earl of Leicester), and as advisor on Geography in the Duke's attempts to trade with the Orient. Dee favoured an improbable north-eastern route which nevertheless opened a profitable trade route with Russia, and led to the foundation of the Muscovy Company. He was awarded a pension of £100 p.a. by Chancellor Cecil in 1551, which he exchanged in May 1553 for the absentee Rectorship of Upton-upon-Severn.

Mary came to the Throne in 1553. Cheke, who was by this time Secretary of State, fled to the Continent, and Northumberland was executed. Dee himself was imprisoned in 1555 for 'lewde and vayne practises of calculing and conjuring'. This charge seems to be connected to horoscopes cast for Elizabeth and Mary, and while he was quickly cleared of treason this charge was replaced by one of heresy. Dee cleared himself of this imputation by working as Chaplain to Bishop Bonner, an anti-magical inquisitor.

In 1558 Elizabeth was crowned Queen, on a date chosen by Dee as Astrologically propitious. In the same year he published the 'Propæduematica aphoristica', a collection of instructions about the study of the stars, in both astronomical and astrological senses. By his own account he was given assurances of safety by Elizabeth, which he must have felt he needed. She


'...promised unto me great security against any of her kingdome, that would by reason any my rare studies and philosophicall exercises,
unduly seeke my overthrow.' (French, p.7)

In 1562 Dee travelled again to Europe, this time visiting Antwerp, Switzerland, Italy and Pressburg (in Hungary), where he presented Maximillian II with a manuscript of his 'Monas Hieroglyphica'. It was on this journey that he visited Urbino in Italy and collaborated with Frederico Commandino, who had edited and translated Archimedes and Euclid, on the translation of an Arabic version of a lost book of Euclid's. The Monas is a work of immense complexity, 'accessible only to Hermetists' Heilbron says (P.12). Whereas the Propædeumata was intended as a practical guide to astrology, the Monas was 'elucidated mathematically, magically, cabalistically and anagogically'. Shumaker, in Renaissance Curiosa (p.17) says 'the book's basic intention is still in dispute.'  Dee explained it to Elizabeth, anyway, at Greenwich, in 1564. The Monas still has its adherents today. The practice and study of so-called 'Enochian Magic' is based on Dee's researches in Caballism and Hermetism, and books are still published by occultists based on the study and development of these principles. The Monas, would seem to be an explanation of the principles underlying Dee's 'London seal of Hermes' or heiroglyph, a complex figure designed to contain a symbolic expression of the nature of man. The concept of the 'monad', the point from which creation proceeds, the immaterial spirit of divinity, mirrored by the essence of every individual, has been developed by various authors. It reminds me of the originary 'point source' of the Big Bang. A 'Hermetist' cast of mind is newly lent substance by current physical theories which represent phenomena in terms of 'fields', 'uncertainty' and 'relativity'.

In 1566 Dee was granted the rectorships of Upton and Long Leadenham for a term of 10 years. In 1570 he moved to Mortlake, south of the Thames, where he wrote his best known work, a preface to Henry Billingshurst's translation of Euclid, the influence of which as a practical guide to mathematics is attested to by its many reprints. Heilbron gives this rather grudging assessment of his achievements in mathematics.

'Dee's contributions were promotional and pedagogical: he advertised the uses and beauties of mathematics, collected books 
and manuscripts, and assisted in saving and circulating ancient texts; 
he attempted to interest and instruct artisans, mechanics, and navigators and strove to ease the beginner's entry into arithmetic and geometry.....
and made his occasional small contribution...
to the study of mathematics.' (Heilbron, p.17)

In 1561 and 1570 Dee prepared new editions of Robert Recorde's 'Ground of Artes', a practical instruction book first published in 1543. Dee's particular interest and skill seems to have been in 'algiebar' (algebra to you), work which Heilbron declares to be 'not profound or original, but it points in a fruitful direction.' (p.21).

He was also fascinated by geometry, which he proposed should be called 'megathology'. Heilbron quotes his preface to Billingshurst's Euclid.


(Through) 'Megathological Contemplations' one may 'forsake and abandon the grosse and corruptible objects of our outward sense, and... apprehend
by some doctrine demonstrative, Things Mathematicall' (which will lead us to) 'conceive, discourse, and conclude of things Intellectual,


Spirituall, æternal, and such as concern our Blisse everlasting.' (p.22)

Other uses of Geometry include navigation and map-making. Continued efforts in the 1570's for the Muscovy Company were paralleled by astronomical observations such as those he made on the Nova of 1572. These led to the publication of 'The kernel of a treatise on the Parrallax and its use' in 1573. In 1574 he wrote to Lord Burghley complaining that he was not receiving sufficient reward for his efforts, and this perceived lack of reward may have inclined him to try a more direct route to knowledge. The 'Monas' however brought him little that was tangible either from Elizabeth or the Emperor Maximillian II, nor on its printing in 1604 in Antwerp. 

In 1580 Dee prepared a map for Elizabeth which, on the basis of Arthurian legend, set out English territorial rights from Florida to Nova Zemla. He is credited also with inventing the term 'British Empire'. This, and his researches into astronomical navigation assisted Elizabethan expansionism. French speculates that Dee may have been behind Drake's voyages to the New World. Dee also prepared a plan for setting up a standing national Navy.

His interest in technical and practical problems, and his role in introducing European advances in mathematics lead many commentators to grant him a pivotal role in the development of a truly scientific approach. It is from his researches that later 'scientists' such as Bacon derived the encouragement, and perhaps the warning which led them to establish the experimental method.


'...the aim of magic is to recall natural philosophy from the
vanity of speculations to the importance of experiments.' (Francis Bacon, quoted in Heilbron, p.38)

Dee's involvement with Mathematics, Geography, Astronomy, Optics, Perspective and even Astrology gave way in 1581 to his most famous activity, the Discourse with Angels. Most commentators agree that this represented an impatience with the necessarily gradual and piecemeal acquisition of knowledge by what we now call the 'scientific method'. The contemporary theoretical basis for his experiments in what we now must consider 'ritual magic' was as strong or stronger than that for the science of observations and calculations based on natural phenomena alone. As a neo-Platonist Dee believed in and worked on the basis of a synthesis of 'occult' or hidden knowledge from various ancient (or psuedo-ancient) traditions including Plato, Hermes Trismestigus (a mythical Egyptian philosopher/priest/king said to have received his wisdom from Moses on the eve of the Israelites flight from Egypt, but later revealed to have been a medæval European invention), Pythagorous, Plotinus, Porphyry, Proclus, Dionysus the psuedo-Areopagite, Cabalism and Chaldean Astronomy. There was a belief that all these strands of thought shared a common origin and 'science', and that ancient knowledge was closest to this origin. Such knowledge had been granted to the ancients not by experiment and observation, but through revelation.

Luigi Firpo, quoted in Shumaker's 'Renaissance Curiosa' (p.43) comments on Dee's new methodology thus :


'....the man who had given such worthy proofs in multiple areas of study, the mathematician, geographer, astronomer, was suddenly eclipsed and annihilated by a blind and superstitious infatuation.' such an error 
'.....the blind hallucinatory fixed idea of a gratuitous and total knowledge' that is, the knowledge derived from revelation, 'was not futile' as it prepared such as Galileo '"to find a truth even if it concerned something slight."' (p.44)

Dee began his conversations with spirits in 1581 with skryer Bartholemew Hickman. In March 1582 Edward Talbot presented himself at Mortlake and claimed to see visions in Dee's scrying glass. Talbot had been at Oxford until he mysteriously left. He had already acquired a reputation as a Necromancer. Shortly after joining Dr. Dee, Talbot changed his name to Kelley, or Kelly. Their relationship was to take both men and their families across Europe over a period of 6 years, involve them in danger, argument and an adulterous pact, and an attempt to discover the language of the Angels, the 'Enochian' language, which, being real (not merely human), would have practical and physical influence over the material world. The basis of Dee's confidence had many sound precedents; it was through 'the word' that God created the Earth, after all. There was no-one more suitable than Dr. Dee to receive such knowledge.

'Neo-Platonism and Hermetism, as well as Christianity, justified his belief not only in the governance of the world by spirits but also in their accessibility to learned and devout men.'
(Shumaker, 1982, p.48)

There was some fear that the spirits contacted might be demons or 'divels', however, as Meric Casaubon hints in his edition of 'A True Relation'. Kelley and Dee both attest to this fear. Kelley, on receiving the instruction that the two men are to sleep with each other's wives pronounces it a 'Doctrine Damnable' and declares 'I will from this day meddle no more.' Dee persuades Kelley to continue, fixed in his determination to see this course through to the end, and certain of his own moral rectitude. Jane Dee too shows some resistance, as might be expected. A solemn pact is drawn up, but left unsigned. There is a month's hiatus. Dee records that 'I had pawned my soul, upon my avouching the spiritual creatures which have dwelt with us, to be of God and good.' A man robed like Christ comforts him with the words 'He that pawneth his soul for me loseth it not.' (Information and quotations drawn from Shumaker, 1982, pp.40-41).

It is hard not to see Kelley as the villain in these episodes, but it is Dee's ambition and pride that drive the 'actions' forward. The spirits preach antinomianism. A half-moon is shown bearing the words 'Nothing is unlawful which is lawful for God.', and Raphael himself declares 'All these things are from me, and allowable for you......you are the chosen from among the number of men to walk with him, and to understand his mysteries.' Another spirit, Madimi, had said 'For all things are possible and permitted to the Gods.'
The pact which was drawn up made clear Dee's attitude to this instruction. It was 'not accepted, done, or performed upon carnal lust, or wanton concupiscence; But by the way of an Abraham-like faith and obedience, unto thee, our God.' (p.16-17 of A True Relation). The adulteries are performed on May 23, after much prayer.

Apart from this, it seems, the angels produced only inaccurate prophesy and inconsistent explanations of their organisation and language. Much work has been expended on these communications by 'The Order of the Golden Dawn' under McGregor Mathers and Alistair Crowley, and translations of some of their pronouncements are extant. Quite how this leaves the scholarly debate on the consistency of the Angels I do not know.

That the conversations with Angels were ritual magic cannot be denied. Dee set his scrying glass on a table painted with bright colours, inscribed with angelic names and symbols. A wax seal was placed in a box under each leg, and the great seal in the centre. The whole was covered with a red silk cloth, and the crystal placed on the seal. Complex descriptions of the seal were elicited from the Angels. Dee purified himself before scrying, abstaining from sex and gluttony for 3 days beforehand, and washing carefully. There were also various directions as to when contact might be made, depending on astrological influences and the time of day. Dee stressed the importance of prayer, and a prayer of invocation was said 7 times before the communication could begin. Whatever might be thought of the results of such efforts there is no doubt of their precision and sincerity. Dee was essentially a religious thinker. To his mind religion, science and magic were one and the same, merely sub-divisions of an essential and all-pervading knowledge which is God.

When Dee and Kelley left England in 1583 they travelled to Cracow, where Dee consulted the Capuchin monk Hannibal Rosseli, who had written extensively on Hermes' 'Pimander'. Whilst in Prague in 1586 rumours of Necromancy led the Papal Nuncio to denounce Dee and Kelley to the Emperor, and the Pope, Sixtus V, commanded Rudolph to have them arrested and sent to Rome for questioning. Fortunately for them, they left Prague for Leipzig before anything came of these efforts. They were, however, expelled from the Emperor's dominions, and were fortunate to be granted the protection of Count Rosenburg of Bohemia, in whose Castle at Trebona they lived for 2 years. During an audience with the Papal Nuncio, Kelley said that priests should live in accordance with Christian teaching. The Nuncio expressed a desire to have him thrown from a window, and he was later refused absolution by Jesuits since he refused to admit that the spirits with which they had been in contact were Devils. Dee was outraged by these insults, but remained secure in the faith that he was protected directly by God. Dee believed that


'.....the same and most benevolent God is not only of the Jews, but of all peoples, nations, and languages.' (Monas,p.133, in French, p.124) There is some suggestion that Dee's religious beliefs are to be equated with the 'Family of Love' who '...believed in divine illumination, and stressed universal charity.' (French p.124,n.2)

Dee returned to England without Kelley in 1589. Kelley remained in Bohemia and was knighted by Rudolph II, but was imprisoned when his alchemy failed to produce gold. He died after falling from a turret whilst attempting to escape, in 1595. Dee was received within a fortnight of his return by the Queen, and moved back to Mortlake. He succeeded in recovering most of his extensive library, which had been scattered in his absence. In 1596 he was granted the direction of Christ's College Manchester, a religious, not academic establishment where he was in constant dispute with the fellows. This seems to have come to a head in 1604 when he himself petitioned James I to be tried for conjuring and invoking Devils. James ignored Dee's strange request, which was presumably intended as a way of clearing him from further suspicion. He resumed his attempts at Angelic communication when he returned to Mortlake in November 1604, once again with Bartholemew Hickman as his scryer. He is known to have lived in increasing poverty, forced to sell books from his treasured library to pay for meals, and bereft of sponsorship. He died in 1608, at the age of 81, and was buried in Mortlake church. In his own words John Dee had consistently and


'......wonderfully laboured to find, follow, use, and haunt the straight and most narrow path, leading all true, devout, zealous, faithful Christian students....' ('Apology', prefixed to 'A True Relation....', in Shumaker 1982, p.46)

His deep and extraordinary religious faith had led him to pursue knowledge by the most direct route he could find, like Faust, and it is his early rather than his later researches that seem most fruitful to our ruthlessly practical perspective. Perhaps we are the true heirs of those Princes who tried to persuade Dee to concentrate on Alchemy. His interest in applied mathematics and mechanical devices, his work on Euclid and Recorde, his Geography and Astronomy reveal him as one of England's most influential disseminators of practical mathematics. For historians of science his reputation is undermined by his later involvement with direct spiritual revelation, indeed the publication of 'A True Relation' by Meric Casaubon is seen as a blow in the struggle against the doctrine of revelation much in favour with Familists, Quakers, Ranters, Anabaptists, Behmenists and others during the Interregnum. This doctrine still has its force today. Dee's contributions to ritual magic are widely respected and developed by contemporary occultists. He stands at a crucial point in the history of ideas, able to blend an unshakeable if heterodox Christianity with Hermetic and Platonic philosophies which precede a world of science divorced from the religious central ground of his understanding. Dee held that all knowledge was one, as was all religion, and that intellectual activity as expressed in mathematics was the highest form of the activity of man's soul. It was to participate in God's mind. For historians of science to denigrate his acheivements is to deliver an entirely anachronistic judgement. By his own highly sophisticated measure he always followed the path of religion. If he failed, then his failure is characterised by an excess of faith. There is no reason to see him as failing to follow the true path of science; science as we now understand it, essentially reductive and anti-spiritual, based on the separation of things from one another, simply did not exist in his world, and had no way of existing.
In the judgement of the present, then, John Dee represents a point in the splitting of practical science from Hermetic Philosophy, but for him everything he did was part of the same effort, the effort to synthesise a presumed basis for all ancient knowledge, to understand and participate in the whole of creation.
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