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I would like to begin with three inscriptions. The 
first is on a golden watch which a dear friend, 
the art historian Moshe Barasch, once told me 
was given to him at his Bar Mizva as a piece 
handed down in his family since the late 18th or 
early 19th century. It bore an inscription on its 
back showing three Alephs connected by double 
lines and arranged in a circle; inside the circle 
one could read the letters “o” and “a.”

The second inscription relates to a framed 
sheet that stood on the desk of Ludwig van 
Beethoven, dating from about the same time pe- 
riod as the watch. The inscription, written in 
Beethoven’s own hand, read as follows: “I am 
all that is. I am all that is, was and will be and no 
mortal has lifted my veil. He originated by him- 
self and to him all things owe their being.”1

The third inscription was written by 
Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, the German poet, 
playwright, essayist and one of the most brilliant 
minds of German Enlightenment, on the wall- 
paper of Gleim’s garden-house near Halberstadt 
when he visited Gleim on August 15, 1780. It 
was in Greek letters and read Hen kai pan, “One 
and All.”2

The inscription on the watch is an encoded 
form of a Spinozistic manifesto. The three alephs, 
according to Moshe Barasch’s explanation, stand 
for the name of God as revealed - or withheld - 
in Exodus 3:14: ‘aehyaeh ‘asher ‘aehyaeh “I am
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who I am/will be.” The letters in the center - o 
and a - mean omnia animata (“all is animated”) 
and render the Spinozistic concept of immanence. 
The sentences that Beethoven put in a frame and 
on his desk refer to a very similar concept. They 
were believed to derive from ancient Egypt. We 
may safely assume that these three sentences ex- 
pressed Beethoven’s personal motto, his concept 
of a Supreme Being. Lessing’s inscription com- 
bined Spinoza and Egypt. He meant it as decla- 
ration of Spinozism and took it from a tradition 
that ultimately related it to Hermes Trismegistus.

What I want to illustrate by these inscrip- 
tions is how widespread was the conviction that 
they convey. They belong to an Enlightenment 
religion of reason and nature that was shared by 
all those whose project it was to form a concept 
of god that reached beyond the differences be- 
tween revelation and reason. In the 18th century, 
Hermes Trismegistus is not the secret of esoteric 
circles of Alchemists, Rosicrucians, and other 
occultists. Neoplatonism, Hermeticism, and 
Spinozism, believed to be ultimately derived from 
ancient Egyptian wisdom, have reached major 
parts of the cultural elite and have turned into 
the religion of the educated. What interests the 
Egyptologist is the enormous importance that is 
attributed to Egypt in this context. Lessing’s 
motto and Beethoven’s sentences were held to 
be Egyptian wisdom which was constantly asso-
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ciated with Spinoza’s concept of God. Egypt came 
to be viewed as the origin and homeland of natu- 
ral religion. This widely shared conviction fu- 
elled an interest in Egypt that eventually led to 
Napoleon’s Egyptian expedition and the rise of 
Egyptology as an academic discipline. The deis- 
tic quest for a universal and natural monotheistic 
religion before and beyond revelation might still 
continue to beiong to the hidden agenda of 
Egyptology. At least I myself experienced a shock 
of recognition when I came to read some of the 
English Deists during the preparation of this pa- 
per.

Beethoven found the three sentences which 
he put on his desk in an essay by Friedrich Schiller 
entitled “Die Sendung Moses” (1790).3 Schiller’s 
essay was in turn based on the masonic book Die 
Hebraischen Mvsterien by Karl Leonhard 
Reinhold.4 Reinhold was a philosopher who is 
still well known as one of the earliest and most 
influential adherents and propagators of Kantian 
philosophy.5 He entered the famous lodge Zur 
Wahren Eintracht (“True Concord”) at Vienna in 
17836 when he was still a Jesuit, at the age of 25, 
passed all three grades, but flew in the same year 
from the Jesuit order to Leipzig, where he con- 
tinued his philosophical studies. He married a 
daughter of Christoph Martin Wieland, joined 
him in editing the journal Teutscher Merkur, be- 
came well known by his Letters on Kant’s phi-
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losophv. and became professor extraordinarius of 
philosophy at Jena in 1787. His book on the He- 
brew Mysteries was first published in 1786 in 
two issues of the Journal fiir Frevmaurer and then 
as a monograph in 1788 at Leipzig. In this book, 
Reinhold interpreted the Mosaic legislation as a 
faithful copy or translation of what he calls “the 
Egyptian mysteries.”7 His interpretation is based 
on two voluminous works of English scholarship. 
One is John Spencer’s De Legibus Hebraeorum 
Ritualibus.8 The other is William Warburton’s 
The Divine Legation of Moses (1738-421.9 These 
two books, written by theologians, represented 
the best standard of Egyptology that was avail- 
able at the time.

Ritual and Secrecy: Spencer
Spencer’s project was to demonstrate the Egyp- 
tian origin of the ritual laws of the Hebrews.10 In 
order to understand the novelty and the boldness 
of this undertaking, we must briefly consider how 
Spencer dislodged two crucial tenets of Chris- 
tian theology. The first is the traditional Chris- 
tian distinction between moral Law and ritual 
Law within the body of 613 prescriptions and 
prohibitions contained in the Torah. Moral Law 
is the decalogue, ritual Law is all the rest. Moral 
Law is eternal, ritual Law is temporal. Its valid- 
ity is limited to the time-span between Moses and 
Jesus. The second presupposition is the ortho-
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dox view that every coincidence between a Bib- 
lical Law and a pagan rite is a work of the devil, 
who is an ape of God. The Hebrew Law is the 
original model, and the pagan religions are dia- 
bolic institutions imitating this model. Spencer 
contradicted the second presupposition in show- 
ing Egypt to be the origin and the model for the 
ritual Law. He modified the first presupposition 
in introducing a distinction within the ritual Law 
and its dependence on pagan religion. One part 
of the Law is based on the principle of ‘norma- 
tive inversion’ and is directed against its pagan 
model.11 The other part is based on the principle 
of translation and is to be understood as a bor- 
rowing from Egypt.

Under the pretext of writing a work of 
orthodox scholarship, Spencer did quite a revo- 
lutionary thing: he shifted the focus from the time- 
less Moral Law to the long abolished Ritual Law, 
and, what was more, he tried to get access through 
this body of prescriptions and institutions to the 
rejected atrocities of Egyptian idolatry. Notwith- 
standing his strategic professions of 
Egyptophobia, his extremely diligent and well 
documented representation of Egyptian rites be- 
came one of the most important reference books 
for the Egyptomania of the 18th century.

The key term for Spencer’s book is “trans- 
lation.” “Translation” refers not to texts but to 
rites and customs that are received from Egypt



not always in order to be supplanted and eventu- 
ally overcome, but partly also to be preserved as 
something valuable. It is in this context that tra- 
ditions about an Egyptian education of Moses 
become important. Spencer’s Moses certainly 
knew Hieroglyphic writing which Spencer takes 
to be a secret code by which the Egyptian priests 
transmitted their wisdom to the initiated. His 
sources are Philo of Alexandria, De Vita Mosis 
lib 1, and for the nature of the hieroglyphic script, 
Porphyrius and Clemens Alexandrinus. In con- 
formity with the usage of the time, Spencer uses 
the term hieroglyphics in a large sense compris- 
ing not only writing but all kinds of symbolism 
including iconography, ritual, sacred objects, ta- 
boos and prescriptions.12 In the eight disserta- 
tions that form the third book of De Legibus, 
Spencer tries to prove the Egyptian origin of ritu- 
als such as the sacrifices, the scapegoat, 
lustrations, and lunar feasts, as well as tracing 
the Egyptian foundations for the tabernacle cer- 
emonies including the ark and the Cherubim, the 
temple, and Urim and Thummim (the pectoral 
worn by the high-priest). The point of Spencer’s 
theories of Egyptian influence is not whether they 
uncover the historical truth, but how much of 
Ancient Egyptian culture they are able to make 
visible and accessible. Spencer’s historical ex- 
planation of the Mosaic legislation led to a sec- 
ond rediscovery of Egypt, the first being the Her-



metic tradition that started at the end of the 15th 
century with Marsilio Ficino. It opened a new 
and different window on ancient Egypt.

Of particular importance was Spencer’s 
concept of secrecy: of transmitting a veiled truth, 
which he believed Moses to have learned in Egypt 
and translated into his law-code. Spencer sub- 
scribed to the conventional theory about Hiero- 
glyphic writing that was based on Horapollon’s 
two books on Hieroglyphs13 and especially on 
Athanasius Kircher’s “decipherments.”14 Accord- 
ing to this theory, hieroglyphs were iconic sym- 
bols that referred to concepts. They were used 
exclusively for religious purposes such as trans- 
mitting “mystic” ideas that were to be kept se- 
cret from the common people. Also, a good many 
of the laws, rites, and institutions which God, by 
mediation of Moses, gave to his people, show 
this hieroglyphic character.15 The Law appears 
here as a “veil” (velum), a “cover” (involucrum), 
a shell (cortex) which transmits a truth by hiding 
it.

The distinction between a literal and a 
mystical or spiritual meaning of the Biblical text 
is, of course, not Spencer’s invention. It goes back 
to Philo of Alexandria and plays a great role in 
Maimonides’ explanation of the Law, the imme- 
diate model of Spencer’s project. Spencer refers 
to Maimonides’ concept of “verba duplicata” as 
drawing the distinction between sensus literalis



and sensus mysticus.16 For Spencer and 
Maimonides, the Law has to have a double mean- 
ing, because it has to fulfill a double function. Its 
primary or “carnal” function17 is to cure the 
people from their idolatric addiction and to edu- 
cate them in their rudeness. Its secondary or 
“spiritual” function is to transmit higher truths 
to those who are capable of higher understand- 
ing.18 According to Philo, Moses learned this 
principle of double encoding—ten dia symbolon 
philosophias, the philosophy through symbols— 
from his Egyptian masters. It is for this reason 
that God chose Moses as his first prophet, a man 
“nourished with the hieroglyphic literature of 
Egypt” (hieroglyphicis Aegypti literis 
innutritum). “God wished, that Moses should 
write the mystic images of the more sublime 
things, for which purpose the hieroglyphic lit- 
erature, in which Moses was educated, was fairly 
convenient.”19

It is probable, Spencer continues, that God 
transmitted certain sacred truths (sacratiora 
quaedam) in the Law under the veil of symbols 
and types (symbolorum & typorum velis obducta) 
in corresponding to the practice of the pagan, 
especially Egyptian, sages. He refers to the “an- 
cients” (Veteres) and to “the entire book on 
Hieroglyphs” by Horapollon to substantiate his 
thesis that the practice to indicate everything of 
a more sublime character “in a mystic and, as it
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were, nebulous way” was very much in vigour 
among the Egyptians.20 It is therefore in order, 
Spencer concludes, “to hold that God gave the 
Jews a religion that was carnal only in frontis- 
piece, but divine and wonderful in its interior, in 
order to accomodate his institutions to the taste 
and usage of the time lest his Law and cult should 
seem deficient in anything transmitted in the 
name of wisdom.”21

In this same context Spencer adduces one 
of those passages from Clement of Alexandria 
that are to gain a crucial importance for 
Reinhold’s and Schiller’s view of Egypt: In adyto 
veritatis repositum sermonem revera sacrum, 
Aegyptii quidem per ea, quae apud ipsos vocantur 
adyta, Hebraei autem per velum significarunt. 
“The Egyptians indicated the really sacred logos, 
which they kept in the innermost sanctuary of 
Truth, by what they called Adyta, and the He- 
brews by means of the curtain (in the temple). 
Therefore, as far as concealment is concerned, 
the secrets (ainigmata) of the Hebrews and those 
of the Egyptians are very similar to each other.”22 
These sentences open the door to a totally differ- 
ent understanding of the relationship between 
Egypt and Israel. Spencer does not yet enter 
through this door, but in the course of the 18th 
century it will become more and more important 
and eventually lead to a new and positive imag- 
ing of Egypt. Egyptian religion is seen as the



source of the same truth as Moses’ monotheism. 
What Egypt kept secret under the veil of its 
hieroglyphs, Moses promulgated in form—but 
also under the veil—of legislation.

Arcane Theology, Mystery, and Initiation: 
Cudworth and Warburton
At the same time and even at the same place when 
and where Spencer did his research on Egyptian 
rites, another Hebraist at Cambridge wrote about 
Egyptian theology. Ralph Cudworth, professor 
regius of Hebrew, published his True Intellectual 
Svstem of the Universe in 1678.23 There is every 
reason to suppose that Spencer and Cudworth 
knew each other well. But their books are worlds 
apart. Spencer worked on the Mosaic Law as a 
historian. He wanted to show that everything is 
derived from Egypt and by doing so, he reduced 
revelation to translation. Cudworth was a 
Neoplatonist and belonged to the circle of Cam- 
bridge platonists. As such, he was beyond the 
Mosaic distinction between revelation and rea- 
son. His god was the god of the philosophers, 
and his enemy was not idolatry but atheism or 
materialism which, at the time, was commonly 
associated with the names of Thomas Hobbes and 
Baruch de Spinoza.

Cudworth wanted to confute atheism by 
proving that the recognition of One Supreme 
Being constitutes “the true intellectual system of
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the universe,” because—as Lord Herbert of 
Cherbury had already shown in 1624—the as- 
sertion “That there is a Supreme God” is the most 
common notion of all and what is common to all 
must be true.24 Even atheism conforms with this 
common notion because the god whose existence 
it negates is precisely this one Supreme God and 
not one or all of the gods of polytheism. This 
common notion of theists and atheists alike can 
be defined as “A Perfect Conscious Understand- 
ing Being (or Mind) Existing ofit selffrom Eter- 
nity, and the Cause ofall other things.”25

Especially interesting for our concern 
here is his claim that the idea of One Supreme 
Being is also shared by polytheism. In this con- 
text, Egypt becomes important, because it was 
generally held to have the most ancient and best 
known polytheistic religion. Cudworth distin- 
guishes between self-existing gods and gods 
whose existence is dependent on other gods. No 
polytheism, he concludes, ever believed in the 
existence of several self-existent gods. There is 
always only one, from whom all the other gods 
derive. Every polytheism thus includes a latent 
monotheism. The form of inclusion is mystery 
or secrecy: polytheism for the many, monothe- 
ism for the few. This is what Cudworth shows 
with regard to Egypt. Cudworth reconstructs what 
he calls the “arcane theology” of ancient Egypt 
and shows that it is the theology of the One and



the All, Hen kai Pan. It is from this well known 
book that Lessing’s motto must have derived. 
Cudworth takes his evidence from a number of 
sources, but especially from the Corpus 
Hermeticum which he held to be a late but au- 
thentic codification of ancient Egyptian wisdom 
and theology.

This chapter seemed closed once and for- 
ever since 1614 when Isaac Casaubon had ex- 
posed the Corpus Hermeticum as a late compila- 
tion and a Christian forgery.26 Since then, the 
Hermetic tradition seemed to survive only in the 
form of occult under-currents such as the 
Rosicrucians, alchemy, theosophy, and so forth. 
This, at least, is the picture which Frances Yates 
has drawn of the Hermetic tradition.27 But 
Frances Yates closed the chapter of Hermeticism 
much too early. Hermes Trismegistus had a tri- 
umphant comeback in the 18th century, and this 
was due to Cudworth’s rehabilitation. In rescu- 
ing Hermes Trismegistus from Casaubon’s dev- 
astating critique, Cudworth inaugurated a new 
phase of the Hermetic tradition which, in Ger- 
many, coincided with a wave of Spinozism. 
Cudworth showed that Casaubon made two mis- 
takes. First, he was wrong in treating the whole 
corpus as one coherent text. His criticism affected 
only 3 of the 16 independent treatises. His ver- 
dict of forgery applies at most to these 3, but not 
to the corpus at a whole. Second, he was wrong
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in equating text and tradition. The text is late, 
that much Cudworth is ready to admit. But ac- 
cording to him, this must be taken as a terminus 
ad quem and not a quo; it shows only how iong 
this tradition was alive and not how late it came 
into being. And even the three “forgeries” must 
contain a kernel of truth otherwise they would 
not have worked. In this way, Cudworth was able 
to represent the doctrine of All-Oneness or Hen 
kai pan as the quintessence of Egyptian arcane 
theology. Orpheus, Pythagoras, Plato, and oth- 
ers who were initiated into the Egyptian myster- 
ies brought this doctrine to Greece; Stoic and 
Neoplatonic philosophy transmitted it to the 
occident.

The concept of a mystery religion based 
on the arcane theology of “the One” was ex- 
plained and illustrated by an incredible wealth 
of ancient quotations in William Warburton’s 
Devine Legation of Moses. Like Spencer’s book 
some 60 years earlier, Warburton’s treatise rep- 
resented the height of contemporary Egyptology. 
Under the guise of an apologetic refutation of 
Deism, Spinozism and free-thought, he appropri- 
ated all the arguments of his adversaries and did 
much for their dissemination. His book, notwith- 
standing its orthodox intentions, became a mile- 
stone in the development of Deism and contrib- 
uted a wealth of material and arguments to its 
cause. In the footsteps of Spencer, Warburton



helped to construct the famous “double doctrine” 
hypothesis to establish a sharp antagonism be- 
tween the so-called “overt” and “secret” rituals 
of pagan religion.

From Clement of Alexandria, Warburton 
took the distinction between “lesser” and 
“greater” mysteries. The lesser mysteries were 
equivalent to Egyptian religion in general. They 
were essentially a hieroglyphic encasement, de- 
signed to address the populace at large through 
symbolic icons, sensual rituals, and sacred ani- 
mals; but they disclosed their signification only 
to those who proved able to understand their se- 
cret meaning, which generally consisted of teach- 
ings about the immortality of the soul and a fu- 
ture life where virtue would be rewarded and vice 
would be punished. The greater mysteries were 
administered only to the very few among the ini- 
tiates whose minds and virtues were strong 
enough to stand the truth. This truth was essen- 
tially negative: it consisted in abolishing the il- 
lusionary scenery of polytheism. Initiation con- 
stitutes a process of disillusionment. By passing 
the threshold between the lesser and the greater 
mysteries, the initiate is supposed to abrogate his 
former beliefs, to recognize their erroneous and 
fictitious nature, and “to see things as they are.”28 
The disillusionment of the initiate is brought 
about by telling him, that the gods are just dei- J> 
fied mortals and that there is only one invisible



and anonymous god, the ultimate cause and foun- 
dation of Being, “who originated all by himself, 
and to him all things owe their being.” Here, we 
meet with the third of the three sentences which 
Beethoven put on his desk. It is taken from 
Eusebius and Clement of Alexandria who both 
quote an orphic hymn which Warburton interprets 
as the words by which the hierophant in the 
Eleusinian mysteries addresses the initiate (in 
Warburton’s translation):

I will declare a secret to the initiated; but 
let the doors be shut against the profane.
But thou, O Musaeus, the offspring of 
bright Selene, attend carefully to my 
song; for I shall deliver the truth without 
disguise. Suffer not, therefore, thy former 
prejudices to debar thee of that happy life, 
which the knowledge of these sublime 
truths will procure unto thee: but care- 
fully contemplate this divine Oracle, and 
preserve it in purity of mind and heart.
Go on, in the right way, and contemplate 
THE SOLE GOVERNOR OF THE 
WORLD: HE IS ONE, AND OF HIM- 
SELF ALONE; AND TO THAT ONE 
ALL THINGS OWE THEIR BEING.
HE OPERATES THROUGH ALL, WAS 
NEVER SEEN BY MORTAL EYES,
BUT DOES HIMSELF SEE EVERY- 
ONE.29



As the Eleusinian mysteries are, accord- 
ing to Diodorus and others, of Egyptian origin,30 
this Orphic hymn must also be based on an Egyp- 
tian model. According to Clement of Alexandria 
this last and highest initiation led to a point where 
all teaching ends, discursive instruction stops, and 
immediate vision takes over. “The doctrines de- 
livered in the Greater Mysteries are concerning 
the universe. Here all instruction ends. Things 
are seen as they are; and Nature, and the work- 
ings of Nature, are to be seen and compre- 
hended.”31 On the last step of initiation, the adept 
is speechlessly confronted with Nature.

Warburton made great efforts to keep the 
god of the mysteries apart from the god of the 
philosophers, especially from Spinoza’s deussive 
natura?2 He did not want to associate the notion 
of high antiquity and original wisdom, which he 
attributed to the mysteries, with these ‘material- 
istic’ ideas. But this was exactly the effect of his 
book. His readers understood him to have shown 
that the original esoteric wisdom of the Egyp- 
tians taught the tenets of Spinozism and wor- 
shiped Nature as God. A typical example of this 
reception is P. A. d’Origny’s book, L’Egvpte 
ancienne (1762). Here, d’Origny argued that the 
ancient Egyptians, freed from agricultural labor 
by the productivity of their soil, were able to pur- 
sue the development of higher theology, and 
hence to arrive at an esoteric worship of Nature.



While the people worshiped nature in the shape 
of many local deities, the elite revered “The One 
infinite Being, Creator and Preserver of All.”33 
D’Origny explicitly defends the Egyptians against 
the accusation of atheism or materialism and re- 
fers to Spinoza in this context: “S’il sujfisait de 
s’etre fait une chimere de divinite pour n’etre 
point Athee, les Egyptiens qui adoraient la na- 
ture en general & meme en detail dans leur sept 
dieux immortels, & dans un grand nombre de 
dieux terrestres et animaux, n’etoient point 
Athees: si au contraire I’ont doit regarder comme 
tels ceux qui, ainsi Spinoza, ne reconnoissent 
pour dieux que la nature ou la vertu de la nature 
repandue dans tous les etres, les Egyptiens en 
general I’etoient certainement. ”34 The Deists and 
Spinozists of the 18th century looked toward 
Egypt as the origin and homeland of their con- 
cept of god, and they drew their evidence from 
Warburton. The idea of a complete antagonism 
between official religion and mystery cult was 
especially influential. This was small wonder at 
a time when the ideas of Spinozism and Deism 
were disseminated in similar forms of esotericism 
and concealment.35

Warburton constructed the relation of 
(“greater”) mystery to official religion in terms 
of contradiction. One was the negation of the 
other. The mystery cults were counter-religions; 
they would have destroyed the official religion if



their Greater Mysteries were made public. Offi- 
cial polytheism, however, was indispensable for 
the political order of the society. Warburton did 
not fully subscribe to the Deists’ concept of pi- 
ous fraud.36 The official religion was not an im- 
posture but inevitable, and as such it was a le- 
gitimate institution. It was coexistant and coex- 
tensive with the state. Only those who were cho- 
sen to rule the state were admitted to the Greater 
mysteries. For them it was necessary to know the 
full unveiled truth. For those who were to be 
ruled, the veiled truth was much more becom- 
ing. This was not fraud, but just human neces- 
sity. Only a divinely founded community could 
do without polytheism and mystery. This was 
what Warburton wanted to demonstrate with re- 
gard to Moses’ community. Israel was the only 
divinely founded community. However, it was not 
by this demonstration that Warburton became in- 
fluential, but by his complex and antagonistic 
construction of paganism. The idea that pagan 
religions developed and degenerated around a 
nucleus of original wisdom, which they enshrined 
and sheltered in a complex architecture of 
hieroglyphs and ceremonies, appealed to the age 
of enlightenment when the most advanced ideas 
were communicated within the esoteric circles 
of secret communities.37
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Nature and Revelation: Reinhoid
Reinhold, who was a mason and an illuminist, 
belonged to two of these secret communities. His 
book on the Hebrew Mysteries closely follows 
Warburton but differs on one decisive point: he 
abolishes the distinction between Mosaic mono- 
theism and pagan mystery religions that 
Warburton had so carefully constructed. He in- 
terpreted the Hebrew religion as a mystery reli- 
gion as well. No religion can boast itself of pos- 
sessing the unveiled truth. There is truth on both 
sides, and on both sides the truth is veiled. 
Reinhold thus equated the god of the Egyptian 
mysteries and of Moses’ revelation. According 
to Reinhold, what Moses taught the Hebrews was 
nothing other than the secret counter-religion of 
the Egyptians. Moses was initiated because he 
belonged to the innermost circle of those chosen 
to rule instead of being ruled. Reinhold does not 
see any difference between the Egyptian, that is, 
Hermetic idea of the One, and Biblical monothe- 
ism. For him, Mosaic religion was mere enlight- 
enment. Moses held God to be the God of the 
philosophers; he instituted a religion of reason, 
but gave it the outward appearance of mysteries 
which, therefore, can be interpreted as the oldest 
freemasonry.

Reinhold’s personal and most important 
contribution to this discourse is his explanation 
of the Tetragrammaton. In this passage he is bas-



ing himself on Voltaire’s account of the “rites 
egyptiens.” But whereas Voltaire maintains that 
the Egyptians called the Supreme Being by a simi- 
lar or even the same name as did the Jews, namely 
“I-ha-ho” or Iao, Reinhold bases his equation not 
on the sound but on the meaning.38 He accepts 
the Hebrew etymology from hayah, translates the 
name quite traditionally as “I am who I am,” but 
equates this formula with the inscription on the 
veiled statue at Sais: “I am all that is.” This equa- 
tion is the climax of his demonstration. He stages 
it as a mystical performance and revelation, ap- 
pearing as a hierophant: “Brethren! Who among 
us does not know the ancient Egyptian inscrip- 
tions: the one on the pyramid at Sais: “I am all 
that is, was, and will be, and no mortal has ever 
lifted my veil,” and that other on the statue of 
Isis: “I am all that is?” Who among us does not 
understand the meaning of these words, as well 
as in those days of the Egyptian initiate, and who 
does not know that they express the essential 
Being, the meaning of the name Jehova?”39

Plutarch tells the story of the veiled image 
in Sais in the 9th chapter of his treatise On Isis 
and Osiris. He wants to show that the Egyptians 
were acting upon the principle that the truth can 
only be indirectly transmitted by means of riddles 
and symbols40 and illustrates this point by three 
examples. The first is the custom to put Sphinxes 
at the doorways of the temples in order to insinu-
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ate that their theology contained an enigmatic 
wisdom. The second is the veiled statue at Sais. 
The third example is the name of Amun, the high- 
est Egyptian god, meaning “the hidden one.” At 
Sais, Plutarch writes, “the seated statue of Athena, 
whom they consider to be Isis also, bore the fol- 
lowing inscription: ‘I am all that has been and is 
and will be; and no mortal has ever lifted my 
mantle.”’41 Nowhere does he speak of a pyra- 
mid, nor of another inscription. I do not know 
where Voltaire could have found or invented the 
shorter inscription “I am all that is.” Since Proclus 
quotes the same inscription in a more complete 
version which cannot be taken from Plutarch, 
there must be a common and possibly Egyptian 
source. In Proclus’ version, the additional sen- 
tence reads: “the fruit of my womb is the sun.”42 
This corresponds precisely to Saite theology, he- 
cause Neith was believed to have given birth to 
the sun. It is very improbable that in Egypt there 
ever was such a thing as a veiled statue, because 
the Egyptian cult images were hidden anyway in 
wooden shrines, and only made visible to the 
priest who opened the shrine during the daily 
ritual. But it is very possible that a statue in a 
hall or court yard that was open to visitors bore a 
Hieroglyphic inscription that could be interpreted 
in that way.43

It is easy to relate Plutarch’s and Proclus’ 
renderings of the Saite inscription to authentic
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Egyptian texts and theology. But it seems far more 
difficult to equate it with Yahveh’s name and self- 
representation ‘ashygeh ‘asher ‘aehyaeh “I am who 
I am/will be.” Reinhold does not even mention 
the obvious difference between the two proposi- 
tions “I am all that is” and “I am who I am.” In 
the first case, the deity points to the visible world 
or “nature” in a gesture of identification. In the 
second case, God points to nothing outside him- 
self and thus withdraws the fundament of all cos- 
mic identifications.44 The Hebrew formula 
‘aehyaeh ‘asher ‘aehyaeh is the negation and re- 
fusal of every cosmic reference or 
“Cosmotheism.” Cosmotheism means the aboli- 
tion of the distinction between God and world. 
The term “cosmotheism” had been coined by 
Lamoignon de Malesherbes with reference to the 
antique, especially Stoic worship of cosmos or 
mundus as Supreme Being. In his edition ofPlinv 
the Elder’s Natural Historv (1782) he commented 
on one of the most typical passages of this reli- 
gion —mundum, et hoc quodcumque nomine alio 
coelum appellare libuit, cujus circumflexu 
teguntur cuncta, numen esse credi par est — with 
the proposal to call Pliny “non un Athee, mais un 
Cosmo-theiste, c’est a dire quelqu’un qui croit 
que I’univers est Dieu.”45

Malesherbes could not have found a bet- 
ter term for what seems to be the common de- 
nominator of Egyptian religion, Alexandrinian
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(Neoplatonic, Stoic, Hermetic) philosophy, and 
Spinozism, including the medieval traditions such 
as alchemy and Cabala that might have served as 
intermediaries. Jacobi applied the term to 
Spinoza’s deus sive natura and to Lessing’s Hen 
kai pan.46 It is the difference between 
cosmotheism and monotheism, immanence and 
transcendence that is at stake. But Reinhold was 
not the first one to give the Hebrew 
Tetragrammaton a cosmotheistic reading. He was, 
in fact, following an antique tradition based on 
the Septuagint which renders the Hebrew formula 
“I am who I am” (‘ashyash ‘asher ‘ashyaeh) as Ego 
eimi ho on “I am the being one.”47 Reinhold takes 
“I am the Being One” as meaning the same as “I 
am all that is.” Vico already paraphrased ‘asher 
‘aehyaeh as “what I am” and “what is.”48 Here, 
we meet with the first of our inscriptions, the 
Spinozistic interpretation of Ex 3:14 as omnia 
animata on Moshe Barasch’s bar mizva watch.

Reinhold does not merely take the Saitic 
formula to be the exact paraphrase of the Hebrew 
deity’s name. He also interprets both, not as the 
revelation of a name, but rather as its witholding, 
or as the revelation of anonymity. The essence of 
the deity is too all-encompassing to be referred 
to by a name, and this kind of anonymity forms 
the common denominator of both formulae. For 
this idea of a Deus Anonymous he very aptly re- 
fers to Lactantius who, in his turn, quotes Hermes
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Trismegistus: “Hic (Trismegistus) scripsit libros, 
... in quibus majestatem summi ac singularis Dei 
asserit, iisdemque nominibus appellat, quibus 
nos, Deum et patrem, ac ne quis NOMEN ejus 
requireret, ANONIMON esse dixit, eo quod 
Nominis proprietate non egeat, ob ipsam scilicet 
UNITATEM. Ipsius verba sunt: Deo igitur Nomen 
non est, quia solus est: nec opus est proprio 
vocabulo nisi cum discrimen exigit 
MULTITUDO, ut unamquamque personam sua 
nota et appellatione designes.”49 This is the 
anonymous god who will be so important for 
Schiller and Goethe and to whom we will revert 
later.

The closest parallel to Reinhold’s inter- 
pretation of the tetragrammaton and its equation 
to the Hermetic idea of God’s anonymity occurs 
in a text which was written more that two-hun- 
dred years before the publication of Spinoza’s 
Ethica (1677) and even some years before 
Marsilio Ficino’s translation of the Corpus 
Hermeticum (1471). I am referring to De docta 
ignorantia by Nicolaus of Cues.50 “It is obvious,” 
Cusanus writes, “that no name can be appropri- 
ate to the Greatest one, because nothing can be 
distinguished from him. All names are imposed 
by distinguishing one from the other. Where all 
is one, there cannot be a proper name. There- 
fore, Hermes Trismegistus is right saying: ‘be- 
cause God is the totality of things (universitas
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rerum), he has no proper name, otherwise he 
should be called by every name or everything 
should bear his name. For he comprises in his 
simplicity the totality of all things. Conforming 
with his proper name—which for us is deemed 
ineffable and which is the tetragrammaton...— 
his name should be interpreted as ‘one and all’ 
or ‘all in one’ which is even better ('unus et 
omnia’ sive ‘omnia uniter’, quod melius est).5i 
In this text, we already find the equation of the 
Hebrew tetragrammaton with Hermes 
Trismegistus’ anonymous god who is unus et 
ommnia, “One and All” or Hen kai pan, as this 
ides is referred to by Lessing.

According to Reinhold, the Sinai revela- 
tion was nothing other than the open air perfor- 
mance of an Egyptian initiation ritual, adminis- 
tered not to the few select, but to a whole people. 
But there was a problem, and this problem forms 
the starting point for Reinhold’s ingenious ex- 
planation of the ritual laws of Moses as a mys- 
tery cult. The truth had to be revealed to a people 
unable to grasp it. According to Clement of Al- 
exandria the identity of god and nature formed 
the last and decisive instruction in the mysteries. 
This threshold, however, was to be passed only 
by the very few who by strength of reason, learn- 
ing, and virtue, could stand the truth they were 
to behold. This was nothing for weak minds and 
it was certainly nothing to be expected from a



whole people like the Hebrews, uncultured, 
coarse, and primitive as they were after 400 years 
of suppression and forced labor. Moses had to 
transform a deistic conception of the divine, pat- 
terned on the initiations of the Egyptian myster- 
ies, into a theistic, personal, and “national” god, 
who became the object of blind belief and obedi- 
ence. All Moses could save of his philosophical 
concept of God was the idea of unity. He declared 
his national god to be the only one and conse- 
quently designated his people as the chosen 
people. Moses, not being able to appeal to their 
understanding, had to appeal to their senses. He 
had to rely on miracles and bodily discipline. And 
as he could not possibly perform miracles every- 
day, he had to transform his new religion into a 
matter of the body instead of the soul. In this task, 
he could rely on his Egyptian culture. He trans- 
lated the “hieroglyphic” surface, the outside struc- 
ture of the Egyptian mysteries, into ritual pre- 
scriptions. The ritual Law of the Hebrews is the 
Mosaic equivalent of the Egyptian “lesser” mys- 
teries. Faith or belief on the one hand, and bodily 
(“carnal”) discipline (such as dietary laws) or 
halakha on the other, are nothing other than in- 
dispensable substitutes for reason and under- 
standing.

To convey the notion of mystery in He- 
brew religion, Reinhold’s analysis focuses almost 
exclusively on the “hieroglyphic” decorations
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surrounding the ark of the covenant and the veil 
conceiling the holy of holies in the Salomonic 
temple. As we have indicated earlier, Spencer 
had already claimed that all these details were 
taken from Egypt. According to the older patristic 
tradition established by Clement of Alexandria, 
the curtain is the equivalent of what in Egypt is 
called the “adyton” of the temple.52 But Reinhold 
dispenses with Spencer’s concept of condescen- 
sion and accommodation. Jehova did not accom- 
modate his truth to the erroneous customs and 
concepts of the time. The truth was already with 
the Egyptians. The truth is on both sides of the 
borderline, or rather, it is on neither of them. Both 
sides are only approaching truth in its ‘veiled’ 
form. The Mosaic revelation is a veil as well. 
Revelation dissolves into translation. The preva- 
lent opposition of revelation and reason is im- 
material in view of the equation of Jehova and 
Isis/Nature.

Nature and the Sublime: Schiller
It was by mere coincidence that Reinhold’s small 
book, published under a pseudonym, became 
known outside the esoteric circle of freemasonry. 
Friedrich Schiller taught history at the same uni- 
versity as Reinhold. He was acquainted with 
Christoph Martin Wieland and his daughter 
Sophie Wieland, who married Karl Leonhard 
Reinhold. He frequently met with the two and
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mentions them in his letters. Reinhold’s book 
inspired both Schiller’s famous ballad, “Das 
verschleierte Bild zu Sais” (1795), and his essay, 
“Die Sendung Moses” (“The Legation of Moses,” 
1790).53 For Schiller, the decisive discovery was 
the identification of the god of the philosophers 
and the god of reason and enlightenment with 
the deepest and most sublime secret of the Egyp- 
tian mysteries. Further, it was the demonstration 
that Moses learned about this sublime and ab- 
stract notion of God in the course of his Egyp- 
tian initiation and that he dared to—at least 
partly—reveal this knowledge to his people.

Schiller’s essay on Moses is a close para- 
phrase of Reinhold’s book. He adds nothing to 
Reinhold’s arguments but just highlights those 
points which to his mind were most important. 
Schiller follows Reinhold and Warburton in the 
idea of an original monotheism, but unlike them, 
he views polytheism and mystery cults as later 
developments. Warburton and Reinhold stressed 
the political inevitability of both polytheism and 
of secrecy. The people had to be kept in awe in 
order to be governed. The institution of the state, 
of an official polytheistic cult, and of a belief in 
the immortality of the soul and a hereafter, were 
co-dependent, correlative, and contemporary 
achievements.

Schiller held a somewhat different view 
concerning these temporal developments. He ar-
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gues the priority of ancient Egypt as the first so- 
ciety in history to build a state. The state subse- 
quently brought about the division of labor and 
fostered a group of professional priests whose 
exclusive task was “the attention paid to things 
divine.”54 It is only in this context that “the first 
idea of the unity of the supreme being could be 
formed in a human brain.” But this “soul-elevat- 
ing idea” had to remain the exclusive property of 
a small group of initiates. It was impossible to 
communicate this to the people, because poly- 
theism had long since become the prevailing tra- 
dition. The state was based on its institutions and 
nobody knew whether the new religion could 
support the political order.

Schiller, like Warburton and Reinhold, em- 
phasizes the antagonistic relationship between 
official religion and mystery cult. But he does 
not explain polytheism as a strategic fiction nec- 
essary for civil society and political order, but as 
a consequence of natural decline. Secrecy was in 
Schiller’s opinion only a later development, nec- 
essary to protect the political order from a possi- 
bly dangerous truth and to protect the truth from 
vulgar abuse and misunderstanding. For this rea- 
son, the hieroglyphs were invented. Schiller thus 
recurs to the old misunderstanding concerning 
hieroglyphic writing which Warburton had taken 
such great pains to refute. Warburton wanted to 
show that hieroglyphic writing was originally a
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completely normal script made for the regular 
uses of communication and storage, and only later 
developed into a kind of mystical cryptography 
and symbolism. This was because he wanted to 
keep hieroglyphs apart from the Hermetic Writ- 
ings and to contradict Kircher who postulated that 
the hieroglyphic inscriptions contained the secrets 
of Hermetic philosophy. Warburton was right, but 
neither Reinhold nor Schiller paid any attention 
to this part of his detailed demonstration. Accord- 
ing to Schiller, hieroglyphic writing and a com- 
plex ritual of cultic ceremonies and prescriptions 
were invented to form the exterior side of the 
mysteries. They were devised so as to create a 
“sensual solemnity” (sinnliche Feierlichkeit) as 
well as to prepare the soul of the initiate by emo- 
tional arousal to receive the truth.

The truth was to be revealed to the initiate 
only at the final climax of a very long period of 
instruction and preparation and consisted in the 
recognition of the “single supreme cause of all 
things” (Die einzige hochste Ursache aller 
Dinge). Like Reinhold, Schiller takes the Saitic 
formula “I am all that is, that was and that will 
be” to be the negation of a name and the procla- 
mation of an anonymous god. He follows 
Reinhold in identifying the anonymous god of 
the mysteries with the god of Moses. Moses went 
through all the stages of initiation (which Schiller 
estimates as a matter of 20 years) until he was
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brought to contemplate anonymous nature in its 
speechless sublimity.

At this point, Schiller introduces the no- 
tion of the “sublime,” which he links with the 
problem of naming and denomination: “Nothing 
is more sublime as the simple greatness with 
which the sages speak of the creator. In order to 
distinguish him in a truly defining form, they re- 
frained from giving him a name at all.”55 This is 
the sublime deity of the mysteries: abstract, 
anonymous, impersonal, invisible, and almost 
beyond the reach of human reason. In transcend- 
ing the realm of human cognition, this unknow- 
able deity would increasingly become identified 
with the sublimity of “Nature.”56 In the same year 
(1790) Kant’s Kritik der Urteilskraft appeared in 
which he mentions the veiled image at Sais and 
its inscription as the highest expression of the 
sublime: “Perhaps nothing more sublime was 
ever said or no sublimer thought ever expressed 
than the famous inscription on the temple of Isis 
(mother nature): ‘I am all that is and that shall 
be, and no mortal has lifted my veil.’ Segner 
availed himself of this idea in a suggestive vi- 
gnette prefixed to his Natural Philosophy, in or- 
der to inspire beforehand the apprentice whom 
he was about to lead into the temple with a holy 
awe, which should dispose his mind to serious 
attention.”57

Reinhold had doubtlessly sent his book
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to Kant whom he admired. Kant uses Schiller’s 
language of initiation in describing Segner’s Vi- 
gnette: “heiliger Schauer” (sacred awe), 
“feierliche Aufmerksamkeit” (solemn attention). 
All this is the more striking as the image Kant is 
referring to shows nothing of the sort. We see 
not a statue but a broken vase on a socle, and no 
inscription but a geometrical drawing. Before the 
socle, Isis is striding, accompanied by three putti 
who seem to measure her footsteps and move- 
ment with geometrical instruments. She wears a 
mantle, but she is not completely covered. The 
putti personify the natural sciences. But the veiled 
image of Sais was obviously not what the artist 
had in mind in creating this illustration.58 The 
vignette renders the idea that Nature/Isis cannot 
be looked at upon her face, but only be studied a 
posteriori. The footsteps of Nature are mentioned 
in an Orphic hymn on Nature:

Thy feet’s still traces in a circling course,
By thee are turn’d, with unremitting force.59

One of the images in Michael Maier’s Atalanta 
Fugiens illustrates the same motif. Nature is rep- 
resented as a young woman, not veiled but wear- 
ing a veil that is dragging behind like a sail in 
order to render her swift motion.60 A philoso- 
pher with a lantern is studying her footprints from 
afar.61
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However, Kant is right insofar as the mo- 
tif of the veiled image and its unveiling actually 
occurs as a favorite subject in title-pages of sci- 
entific and alchemistic books such as v. Segner’s. 
The most famous example, though much later, is 
Thorwaldsen’s engraving in Alexander von 
Humboldt’s Geographie der Pflanzen with a dedi- 
cation to Goethe, dating from 1817.62 Early ex- 
amples are the frontispieces to Gerard Blasius, 
Anatome Animalium (1681 )63 and J.J.Kunkelius, 
Der Curieusen Kunst- und Werckschul Erster und
Anderer Theil (1705),64 where we not only see 
the unveiling of the veiled Isis, but also the sun 
as the fruit of her womb as rendered by Proclus. 
Of particular interest in this context is the ex- 
traordinary frontispiece that the Swiss-English 
artist Heinrich/Henry FiiBli/Fuseli contributed to 
Erasmus Darwin’s poem The Temple of Nature 
(1803). It shows the unveiling of a statue of Isis 
(in the shape of the Ephesian Diana 
multimammia) by a priestess-hierophant with face 
averted and a female initiate, seen from the back, 
who kneels before the statue with gestures of rap- 
ture and terror. This engraving tries to capture 
the moment of the last initiation when the ini- 
tiate is confronted with nature herself. Darwin’s 
poem is largely based on Warburton’s interpreta- 
tion of the ancient mystery cults as esoteric and 
monotheistic nature worship.65

Reinhold’s ingenious equation of Isis and
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Jehova amounts to much the same as Spinoza’s 
famous formula “deus sive natura.”66 In the wor- 
ship of nature, Deism, Spinozism, and 
Egyptomania met in a new religion or rather reli- 
giosity, to which Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi in 
1785 applied Malesherbes’ term “cosmo-theism.” 
Cosmotheism appeared as an exit out of the an- 
tagonisms of revealed religion, out of truth and 
error, sin and redemption, faith and doubt, into a 
realm of evidence and innocence. The 
“cosmotheism” of early German romanticism is 
a return of Ancient Egypt. If the anonymous cos- 
mic god or divine “nature” were given a name or 
a personification in the writings and engravings 
of the 18th and early 19th century, it was an Egyp- 
tian one: Isis.67 Deus sive natura sive Isis: this is 
the way that Egypt returned in the religious cli- 
mate of preromantic Spinozism. Egypt was imag- 
ined to be the historical incorporation of this Uto- 
pia,68 the homeland of religio prisca or religio 
naturalis, “l’origine de tous le cultes.”69 In these 
years, European Egyptomania reached its climax. 
It is certainly not mere coincidence that in these 
same years Napoleon embarked for his Egyptian 
expedition, equipped with a staff of scholars, 
engineers, and artists, and that the results of this 
expedition led to the establishment of egyptology 
as an academic discipline. But it is one of the 
ironies of history that this same discipline con- 
tributed more than anything else to a

70



demystification of Egypt and to a total destruc- 
tion of the dream that brought it into being.



NOTES

1 Cf. A.F.Schindler, The Life of Beethoven. trans. et ed. by I. 
Moscheles, Mattapan: Gamut Music Company 1966 (1st ed. 1841), 
vol 2, p. 163. “If my observation entitles me to form an opinion on 
the subject, I should say he (Sc. Beethoven) inclined to Deism; in 
so far as that term might be understood to imply natural religion.
He had written with his own hand two inscriptions, said to be taken 
from a temple of Isis. These inscriptions, which were framed, and 
for many years constantly lay before him on his writing table, were 
as follows: -
I. 1 AM THAT WHICH IS: _ I AM ALL THATIS; ALL THAT 
WAS; AND ALL THAT SHALL BE. - NO MORTAL HATH MY 
VEIL UPLIFTED!”
II. HEIS ONE; SELF-EXISTENT; AND TO THAT ONE ALL 
THINGS OWE THEIR EXISTENCE.”
Beethoven’s German text is shown in facsimile and reads: “Ich bin, 
was da ist //
// Ich bin alles, was ist, was war, und was seyn wird, kein 
sterblicher Mensch hat meinen Schleyer aufgehoben //
// Er ist einzig von ihm selbst, u. diesem Einzigen sind alle Dinge 
ihr Daseyn schuldig//”
The sentences are separated from each other by double slashes. The 
third seems to be added later; the writing is smaller and more 
developed.

See also E. Graefe, “Beethoven und die iigyptische Weisheit”, in: 
Gottinger Miszellen 2 (197 O 19-21.

2 The inscription, which is now lost, has been seen by Herder: cf. 
Erich Schmidt, Lessing. Geschichte seines Lebens und seiner 
Schriften. 2 vols., (Berlin, 1884-86) vol.2, p.804; Gotthold 
Ephraim Lessings Samtliche Schriften ed. Karl Lachmann, 3rd. ed. 
(Beriin/Leipzig: W. de Gruyter, 1915), vol.22.1, p.IX; Karl Christ, 
Jacobi und Mendelssohn. Eine Analvse des Spinozastreits.
Wurzburg 1988, 59f.

3 Beethoven knew Schiller’s essay “Die Sendung Moses”; in a 
conversation book from 1825 there is an entry by Matthias Artaria: 
“Have you read ‘Ueber die Sendung Moses’ by Schiller?” See 
Maynard Solomon, Beethoven Essavs (Cambridge Mass: Harvard 
UP, 1988) 347 n. 24. Solomon also very justly points out that these
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sentences “were known to most educated persons in Beethoven’s 
time and even found their way into the ritual of Freemasonry. I owe 
this reference to Annette Richards.

4 Decius, Brfuder] = [Karl Leonhard Reinhold], Die Hebraischen 
Mvsterien oder die alteste relipiose Frevmaurerev. In zwev
Vorlesunpen gehalten in der ... zu .... (Leipzie: Goschen, 1788). 
Decius was Reinhold’s secret name as a member of the Illuminates 
(Fuchs 25).

5 On Reinhold cf. Gerhard W. Fuchs, Karl Leonhard Reinhold - 
Illuininat und Philosoph. Eine Studie iiher den Zusammenhang
seines Engaeeinents als Freimaurer und Illuminat mit seinem Leben
und philosophischen Wirken (Frankfurt-Berlin-Bern-New York- 
Paris-Wien: P.Lang, 1994) where, however, this book by Reinhold 
is not mentioned.

6 Ignaz von Born, the Grand Master of True Concord, is the author 
of a book-length manuscript “Uber die Mysterien der Agypter”, 
Journal fiir Frevmaurer. l.Jg., 1784, 17-132 (the mysteries of 
Egypt) based mostly on Diodorus and on Abbe Jean Terrasson’s 
novel Sethos, see the following note. On von Born see Helmut 
Reinalter (ed.), Die Aufklarung in Osterreich. Ienaz von Born und 
seinc Zeit ('Frankfurt/Bern/New York/Paris: P.Lang, 1991).

7 By ‘Egyptian mysteries’ is simply meant Egyptian religion in texts 
of the eighteenth century. The initiates are priests and form an 
‘order.’ The general idea about Egyptian religion in the eighteenth 
century was informed by the novel by Abbe Terrasson, Sethos. 
Histoire ou vie. tiree des monuments. Anecdotes de l’ancienne
Egypte: Ouvrage dans lequel on trouve la descriotion des Initia-
tions aux Mvsteres Egvptiens. traduit d’un manuscrit Grec. 1731, 
nouvelle edition, corrigee sur l’exemplaire de l’auteur, Paris: 
Desaint, 1767.

8 John Spencer, De Legibus Hebraeorum Ritualibus et Earum 
Rationibus. Libri Tres. Many editions: Cambridge 1685, The 
Hague 1686; Leipzig 1705; Tubingen 1732 in 2 vols.

9 Wiliiam Warburton, The divine legation of Moscs demonstrated 
on the principles of a religious deist. from the omission of the
doctrine of a future state of reward and punishment in the Jewish
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dispensation (London. 1738-1741; 2nd ed. London, 1778).

10 On Spencer cf. Francis Schmidt, “Des inepties tolerables. La 
raison des rites de John Spencer (1685) k W. Robertson Smith 
(1889), in: Archive de Sciences sociales des Religions 85 (1994) 
121-136.

11 By ‘normative inversion’ I understand the principle to prescribe 
what another society forbids and vice-versa. In antiquity, this 
principle had often been claimed to be the basis of Moses’ institu- 
tions which were nothing other but merely an inversion of Egyptian 
customs. Tacitus found the most concise formulation of this 
principle: the Jews consider everything that we keep sacred as 
profane and permit everything that for us is taboo (profana illic 
omnia quae apud nos sacra, rursum concessa apud illos quae 
nobis incesta). This principle is commonly held to be an anti- 
semitic distortion, but even a Jewish interpreter such as 
Maimonides applies it to a very large extent to his interpretation of 
the Law. Spencer is certainly not an anti-semite but just following 
Maimonides whom he greatly admires. See Moses Maimonides, 
Dalalat al-ha’irin (Moreh Nebukhiinl. Trans. Shlomo Pines: The 
Guide of the Perflexed. Chicago: Chicago UP, 1963.

12 For the extended meaning of “hieroglyphics” in Western tradition 
see the excellent study by L. Dieckmann, Hieroglvphics. The 
Historv of a Literarv Svmbol (St.Louis: Washington UP, 1970).

13 G. Boas, The Hieroglvphics of Horapollon. Bollingen series 
XXIII, (New York: Pantheon Books, 1950); E. Iversen, The Mvth 
of Egvpt and its Hieroglvphs (Copenhagen: Gad, 1961), 47-49.

14 On A. Kircher see E. Iversen, Thc Mvth of Egvpt. 92-100.

15 Spencer took the fascinating idea that some of the laws are in fact 
hieroglyphs because they relate to the symbolic value of things, 
from Clement of Alexandria see Spencer, De legibus lib III, p.255 
with reference to Clement of Alexandria, Stromata lib.5, p.m.571.

16 Spencer, 154 with reference to Maimonides and to the 
Babylonian Talmud, tractate Berakhot, cap. 5 sub fin.

17 sarkikos: in Greek, p. 161.



18 Eusebius already made the same distinction: “Moses ordered the 
Jewish plebs to be committed to all the rites which were included in 
the words of their laws. But he wished that the others, whose mind 
and virtue were stronger, as they were liberated from this exterior 
shell, should accustom themselves to a philosophy more divine and 
superior to common man, and should penetrate with the eye of the 
mind into the higher meaning of the laws.” (Judaeorum plebem 
quidem, ritibus omnibus quomodo Legum ipsarum verbis concepti 
erant, Moses obstrictam, teneri iussit. Caeteros autem, quorum 
mens esset virtusque firmior, ciim eo cortice liberatos esse, tum ad 
diviniorem aliquam et homini vulgo superiorem Philosophiam 
assuescere, & in altiorem Legum earum sensum mentis oculo 
penetrare, voluit.) Praep. Evang. 1. 7 cap. 10, p.m. 378. Spencer, p. 
156.

19... Deum voluisse ut Moses mystica rerum sublimiorum 
simulacra scriberet, eo quod huiusmodi scribendi ratio, 
literaturae, qua Moses institutus erat, hieroglyphicae non parum 
conveniret (p. 157).

20 Origen is quoted who attributes the same “mystical mode of 
philosophizing” to the Persians (Contra Cels.. lib. 1, p. 11.) and 
Clement of Alexandria, who holds that “all theologians (pantes 
theologisantes), Barbarians and Greeks, concealed the principlesof 
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