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APOLLONIUS OF TYANA — THE GREAT BOOK OF TALISMANS

βίβλος σοφίας καί συνέσεως ἀποτελεσµάτων Ἀπολλωνίου τοῦ Τυανέως ὃς ἔγραψε καί ἐδίδαξε
Σούστουµον Θάλασσον τόν αὐτοῦ µαθητήν
(‘Book of the Knowledge and Understaing of the Apotelesmata of Apollonius of Tyana, that he has composed 
and taught to his own disciple Sustumon Thalasson’)

F. Nau, Patrologia Syriaca II, 1363-92 (1907) F. Boll, CCAG VII, 175-181 (1908)



He made one against the North wind, that he placed at the Eastern gate of the city. There he made another Telesma
against the scorpions, that would have chased them away from the region. After he had moulded a copper
scorpion, he had it buried in the middle of the city, and a small column was placed on that spot. Once he had done
this, the scorpions disappeared, and did not infested the town or the neighbouring areas ever again. Then the 
citizens of Antioch asked him one against an infestation of mosquitos, he obliged, and never again a mosquito was
seen there. 

(Lib. X Migne, PG XCVII, 400-404)

During the reign of the Emperor Domitianus
lived the most wise Apollonius of Tyana, 
who wandered around in all regions and 
cities, and made Telesmata everywere he 
went. Then he went to Byzantium, and made 
talismans also in other cities.
He came from Tyana in Syria, and went to 
the great Antioch, where he was asked by the 
first citizens to make different Telesmata
there as well, against the things that were
bothering the city.

JOHANNES MALALAS (6th cent.) — Chronographia



KITĀB AL-ṬALĀSIM AL-AKBAR

MS BNF Par. Ar. 2250, f. 84r 
(frontispiece, detail)

MS Berlin Pet. I 66, f. 41v

MS Berlin Pet. I 66, f. 44v (detail)
discussion of ancient astrological
books and their authors)



GREEK AND ARABIC INTRODUCTION(S)
- This consists of four books that I wrote — more 

precious than gold and gems: one one astronomy, 
another on astrology, the third on rhetorics
(σχολαστική), and the fourth —the most precious of 
them all— in which there are great and fearful signs, 
wonders and mysteries of power; in other words, about
the enchantment of all the creatures created and 
moved by God.

- If someone, approaching this book, wants to be 
successful in these wonder, he has to abstain from any
bad action, as well as from the conversation and the 
intercourse with women. 

- And indeed the One who will be born in Bethlehem
from a virgin will be a great master, he will save
humankind and destroy the temples of the idols; but he 
will not destroy the art of the Apolesmata that I will do, 
since I have already accomplished everything that his
power will do, and I have produced enchantments
(ἀπετέλεσα καὶ ἐστοιχείωσα).

- Patrologia Syriaca II, 1372-74

- This is a noble science with which I have obtained the favour
of the kings and the mighty ones, with which I have obtained
what I wanted, and it is a gift from God the Mighty the 
Sublime. It was said to me in this way: ‘Oh Apollonius, receive
this gift that nobody has ever received before, because God
the Highest is pleased to teach you all the secrets’.

- (MS BNF Par. Ar. 2250 (ff. 84v-85r)

- You should know, my son, that skies and earth stand on this
talisman, and it was said to me in a dream: ‘Oh Apollonius, 
nobody else has ever received this science. So fear God the 
Highest, and do rightly in this.’ And I said in my sleep: ‘And 
which are the right things to do?’ He said: ‘Fast, prayer, 
compassion, chastity, sincerity, and good opinion, in the 
name of God, the Mighty the Sublime’

(MS BNF Par. Ar. 2250 (ff. 97r))
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The Roman Empire and its Eastern borders at the end of the first century AD. 

THE CITIES AND THE TALISMANS



I. THE MAGIC MIRROR (MS BNF Par. Ar. 2250, ff. 115v-117r)

MS BNF Par. Ar. 2250, f. 117r (detail) Magic signs on the mirror)

When you want this, take copper, iron, lead, black lead, 
qarṭūlas —that is crushed glass— mould everything, and 
make a single mirror out of them. Then polish it very well. 

When you want to look up into the air, in the direction of 
the place that it is not necessary to mention, then look 
into the middle of the mirror, after that you have traced
in its middle one of the four letters that cover the four
corners of the world.

I have already made this mirror in Alexandria. 

This is the representation of the magical signs of the 
mirror. 

This is a Syrian talisman, but in this copy it is presented
in Arabic. 



I. PALEOGRAPHICALLY MAGIC

MS BNF Par. Ar. 2250, f. 124r (detail) 
MS Berlin We II 1209, f. 31r (details)

Fī baʿḍ al-nusaḫ aḏihī al-ṣūra



II. SCORPIONS IN EMESA (MS BNF Par. Ar. ff. 122v-123v)

Talisman to banish the scorpions, that I made for the city of 
Emesa. 
If you do not want to see a scorpion in your country 
anymore, make a scorpion of mineral red copper.

Together with the name of the Angel that governs this hour 
—that is the hour in which you want to shape the figure and 
make the engravings. 

Then bury it wherever you want, and scorpions will never be 
seen again after this talisman. 



III. THE RIVER IN ANTIOCH (MS BNF Par. Ar. ff. 102v-103v) 

I made them leave the city, going in the direction of the West for a few miles; they erected a 
building there, and dug a canal.

Then they went to the foot of the mountain, and erected a building for the water, they dug inside it, 
and made a small pond outside. 

When they completed all this, they admired it. Then I made a statue of mineral red copper, took
four clean reeds, placed them on the shoulder of this, statue, and I mentioned the powerful names, 
and then I saw the earth from underneath the mountain, that opened up until I could see
everything that was on it. 

Then I invoked these powerful names in the direction of the East and everything that is contained
in it. 

Then I wrote on the reed that governed the wind of the West.

I have brought water to the land of Antioch with great canals, and they (the inhabitants) built mills
for them inside the city. 

Mill in Antioch?



IV. BUGS AND FLIES IN EPHESUS (MS BNF Par. Ar. ff. 105r-105v) 

I made a jar of mineral red copper, engraved the figure of a bug on it on a Saturday
in the first hour of Saturn, and I also engraved the name of Saturn, the name of the 
angel that governs this hour, and his name is Ṣūrāyābīl. 
 
 
I ordered to bury the jar in the center of the city, many arms deep underneath the 
surface of the ground. 
And then the bugs did not appear anymore in this city. 



V. WARMING THE FURNACE IN A BATH OF EDESSA (MS BNF Par. Ar. ff. 102v-103v) 

In the city of Edessa I made a bath talisman, I reached (the inhabitants) in the building of the 
baths, and it had a large furnace. 
I made a lantern of mineral copper with three wicks, then I wrote these names on the wicks, and I 
placed them inside the lantern. 

Know that the lantern is similar to a man made of copper, who has in his hand a skin purse —
made of copper as well— that has to be filled with oil, that should not leak on the hand. 
Pour it in the lantern, then write on the face of this statue. Place it into the furnace, shut its
opening, and then the furnace will warm up without any fuel for the fire, and this will last as long 
as a woman does not see the lantern. 



VI. THE RAT KING IN ANTIOCH (MS BNF PAR. AR. FF. 105R-105V)

If you want to achieve this, make a mouse of black lead, and stuff its belly with honey. 
Then put inside it any food you want. Than add the eyes to the mouse, made of pure mahā stone, and its tail, made of red
carnelian. 

Then place the talisman anywhere you want, and then the mice will crawl out from their holes, and the people will witness
this wonder. 
You should know, my son, than the king of the mice limps like a man; and so when he walks towards you, you should not
laugh of it, since he comes out carried by the other mice. 
If you laugh or smile about it, then the mice will crawl back to their holes. If you laugh or smile, and then your operation will
be spoiled. 

You should know, my son, that I did this once for the city Antioch, and everything went very
well for them; then I did it another time , but it could not be completed because the laughed, 
and did not follow my instruction. 
When you want to do this, do it where nobody can see you, during the fourth hour of the 
night, in the early morning of a Thursday, because this is a hour that grants a quick fulfillment
of everything you may want.



THE TALISMANS OF APOLLONIUS IN THE HERMETIC TRADITION

- ‘The Treasure of Alexander’ (Ḏaḫīratal-Iskandar) 
[MS Escurial 947, MS Berlin We II 1209, MS BL India Office 673]

MS Escurial 947, f. 46r
The Treasure of Alexander,
talisman to dislodge locusts from a climate

- ‘The Book of Occult Properties’ (Kitāb al-ḫawāṣṣ) of Abū al-
ʿAlā ibn Zuhr
[MS Istanbul, Saray Ahmet III 2068]

- Hermetic Talismans next to al-Rāzī’s K. al-ḫawāṣṣ
[MS Cairo DK, Ṭibb Taymūr 264, ff. ]



THE TREASURE OF ALEXANDER

MS BL IO 673, f. 41 v (detail)

MS Escurial 947, f. 43 v (detail)

M
S Berlin

W
eII 1209, f. 31 v (detail)

This is the talisman that Apollonius made for the Syrian people in the city of Emesa, and it has
remaind there until now. 
Observe when Saturn descends in Scorpio, the Moon is in Scorpio, and the rising of Scorpio is about to 
begin. 
Begin in that moment with the making of this image, from the moment in which the rising of the first 
part of the Scorpio is over; the making of the effigy has to be finished when the rising of the whole
constellation is complete.  

Then mount it on an iron pillar.
It is also necessary that it is mounted when Scorpio is rising, that is from its beginning to the end (of the 
ascension), and likewise the making of the pillar. If it not completed by the end of Scorpio's rising, leave it. 

If some of the earth from this city is taken and brought to another city, and in any place this will
keep preventing the scorpions from approaching it. 
If a bit of the earth of this city is kneaded with water, then it is made in small discs to be placed on 
the wall of the building (for the talisman), around the pillar, at the moment of Scorpio’s rising, 
and are left there until they have dried and come away by themselves: this is a medicine for the 
scorpion bite. I am not saying that it directly cures a bite on the spot, but rather that it fully
protects the one who (regularly) drinks it from being killed by a scorpion.



THE KITĀB AL-ḪAWĀṢṢ OF ABŪ AL-ʿALĀ IBN ZUHR
(MS Istanbul, Saray Ahmet III 2068)

Alexander said: ‘I found among ancient Egyptian ruins in Emesa two
buried temples. I explored them and found a talisman that chases flies
away, it was standing on a table, and kept the flies away from it. It is
made of hellebor and red sulphur’.

Talisman to repel the bugs: make the figure of a bug, take a hair from 
the tale of a mare in the very moment in which the stallion is
mounting her, tie every bug with the hair, and shape this as a 
hedgehog, then put it into a new pot made either of clay or of copper, 
seal its opening, and bury it in the centre of the doorway, then not a 
single bug will enter for any reason. 

Saray Ahmet III 2086, f. 35r (detail)

Saray Ahmet III 2086, f. 50v (detail)



HERMETIC TALISMANS NEXT TO AL-RĀZĪ’S KITĀB ḪAWĀṢṢ
(MS Cairo DAK Ṭibb Taymūr 264, pp. 43-46)

ṬT 264, p. 43 (detail) Title and first talisman ṬT 264, p. 45 (detail) Talisman against the mice

Talismans of the Flies
The one that gathers them from 
ten miles away.
Place a copper statue that is empty
inside, put the testicle of a wolf
inside it, and these should be 
brought together in that place (in 
which you want to gather them). 

(ṬT 264, pp. 43)

Talisman to make the mice flee
Make the statue of a mice, that has to 
be empty inside. Fill it with 
chamaleon burnt on the fire, but do 
not bury it, and then the mice will flee, 
with the permission of God. 

(ṬT 264, pp. 45)



CONCLUDING REMARKS

The Arabic recension preserves a part of the Apotelesmata lost in 
Greek. Late antique layer of the tradition?

Technical text with a didactic structure: rudiments in the 
prolegomena and empirical experience of the master in the second
part. 

Apollonoius, the Hermetic line in the transmission of knowledge, and 
the reception in the Arabo-Islamic milieu. 

Apotelesmata as typology of talismans, many names for the same
object (ṣanam, tamṯīl, ṭilsam, ṣūra).

Fluid tradition, erratic blocks, variants and variation. 

http://luciaraggetti.info/wp-content/uploads/2016_Leiden_Healing_Protecting_Conquering.pdf 

MS BL IO 673, f. 43 v (detail)


