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The Limits of Magic
From Hyperion's Treatise on the Nature of Magic, written in the 10th century. The Treatise is used by all magi to answer basic questions on the theory and workings of magic. This passage explores the two limits of Hermetic magic in Hyperion's effort to define what Hermetic magic actually is.
The Limit of Essential Nature
We have come to realize that our powers are strictly temporal and superficial. Though we might wield great power in the temporal world — the limited world on the surface of things in which most of us live out our lives — we cannot alter things at their eternal, inherent base.   In the spiritual world, the ethereal world, the higher world, of which this one is only a dim shadow, magic has no real power. Magic is powerful, but it is still tied to our world, to the world of practicality.
A few applications of this limit will make its effects apparent.
First of all, magic cannot destroy an immortal being. While magic can destroy the physical aspect of a human, it cannot harm the soul, which is for all intents and purposes, immortal. To destroy it one would have to change it from immortal to mortal, a feat not possible through magic. The spell Demon's Eternal Oblivion apparently weakens a demon to such an extent that it cannot manifest itself for many, many years, virtually destroying it for practical purposes, but not doing so in actuality.  Some part of the demon lives on, to return again, perhaps in a different form, on another day.  A ghost is thought by many magi to be the soul of the human who died, so it too is immortal.  A ghost can be summoned, coerced, but not destroyed.
Magic cannot age demons, faeries, or other things that do not normally suffer from aging. The spells that age people accelerate the inevitable aging process, so they cannot work against those things that have no inherent tendency to age.
Magic cannot make a mortal thing immortal. The flesh is inherently flawed and imperfect. Magic can prolong earthly life, and wizards are yet experimenting to see how long they can do so, but it cannot make the body absolutely immortal.  Everything begins, and everything will someday die. Magic can make one more resistant to age and to physical damage, but it can never make one's body immortal.
Magic can neither create nor restore human life.
Powerful magi have created rituals to mimic human life and animate corpses, but true life is beyond the scope of magic. Only divine miracles have been known to restore true life to a dead person.
Magic can create living animals, which leads some philosophers to conclude that beasts have no souls. They must be, so the argument goes, merely products of this mutable world, with no essential component granted them from the outer spheres of the universe. Others maintain that animals do have souls, and that the animals created by spells are merely complicated golems, not true living things.
Magic cannot break true love. Though magi have debated the validity of this application of the Limit of Essential Nature since the founding of the Order, I know it to be true. Some say that true love, a rare thing, sur​passes mundane, mortal reality, and becomes something essential to those involved. Thus no spell can perma​nently sever the bonds of true love, and true love can give one great resistance to magic of all kinds. Some say that true love is a magic in and of itself. Other magi insist that cases of true love thwarting magic are unsubstantiated rumors, exaggerated beyond the point of truthfulness. Since true love is a rare find and hard to measure, debate continues on this topic.
Magic cannot get the truth from faeries or de​mons. The truth known by faeries is so alien that magic cannot get the truth from them. Truth as the magi know it means nothing to the faerie folk. Demons, on the other hand, know of the truth, but are essentially the products and producers of lies. To force a demon to tell the truth would be to make it deny its true nature, something impossible through the power of magic. One can threaten and coerce a faerie or demon into telling the truth, but magic will never let a wizard know what a faerie or demon speaks is actually the truth.
Another aspect of human life which magic can't seem to affect is those essential bodily functions which all humans have to do. For instance, all magi grow fatigued with time and effort. There are no spells which cause a magus to become unfatigued. There are rumors that certain magi have invented spells which allow them to draw upon every source of energy in their bodies, causing them to act as if they were unfatigued until the last bit of bodily energy is used up, whereupon they die. The inherent dangers and the fact that the magi have to restore the energy they have used at some later time, make this type of spell only marginally useful. Fatigue hasn't been eliminated, just the body's recognition of it. Food and drink are another thing which magic cannot overcome the need for. A magi can cast a spell to make someone think that they are not hungry or thirsty any​more, but the person will still die of hunger or thirst when the time comes. Magic cannot even prolong the need for food or drink. Without raw vis, a magi can only create food that lasts until sunset. When the spell runs its course, the partakers of the magic food will find them​selves just as hungry as they would be if they had not eaten at all.
Reflections: This limitation has raised interesting questions for the Order of Hermes. While unable to affect a being's essential nature, a magus can transform the body and the mind. These abilities have led some Hermetic scholars to conclude that one's body and even one's thoughts are not essential to one's existence. Humans are not essentially human because they can be turned into animals, both in body and mind. What are humans essentially? And what about other beings? Or inanimate objects? No philosopher is really sure, and there is ongoing investigation of the issues that have been raised.
The Limit of the Lunar Sphere
All things on earth change, and magic gives one control over that changeability. The moon changes, but only in a regular, predictable way. It is at the border of changeability (below it) and eternity (above it). All things above the moon, such as the sun, the stars, the planets, and the heavens, are eternal. The moon and everything above it are not affected by magic. Some applications of this Limit follow.
Heavenly bodies cannot be affected. There is a spell to blot out the sun, but it actually just destroys the rays of the sun that have already passed the moon. Similarly, another spell controls moonbeams. No spell could affect the sun or moon themselves.
Time and fate cannot be altered. Time and fate are functions of the motions of the stars. Magic cannot alter either. Astrology can give one knowledge of the future, but never power over it.
Divine miracles cannot be stopped by magic. Divine power comes from the heavens, usually identified as the ultimate sphere surrounding the earth. Thus the miracles of the Church cannot be stopped by Parmae Magicae or dispelled. These miracles are rare but often of extreme power. Since magic is more involved in this world, it is more evident here. Divine power, which is superior, also comes from a distant source, and is there​fore rare.
Pagan religions apparently use the power of the earth, because their magical effects can be countered to varying degrees of effectiveness by Hermetic magic. Indeed, the Order of Hermes traces its roots through pagan Roman magic back to the ritual, pagan magic of the ancient East.
Magi also have problems with summoning ghosts of people who have had a Christian burial. One theory states that a ghost is the soul of the human before it has gone on to its eternal rest. As long as the soul is somehow bound here on earth, magi can find means to speak with it. Spells which supposedly destroy a spirit probably send the soul to its afterlife instead of actually destroying the soul, since this would violate the Limit of Essential Nature. When a person is killed, their soul stays in the vicinity of their body or the scene of their demise, not quite believing that it is dead. If the corpse receives a Christian burial, the soul goes on to the afterlife (Heaven) and ends up beyond the reach of magic, somehow traveling beyond the Lunar Sphere. However, if a soul goes to Hell, it is still technically within the reach of a magi's spells. The summoning back to earth of a soul which a demon has struggled hard to win may not endear the magus to the minions of Hell, and the conse​quences could be hazardous to the magus and those who associate with him or her. This is also treading into the forbidden ground of the Code of Hermes' restrictions on dealing with demons and their kindred.
On a similar note, magi have had a hard time investigating the afterlife by calling up ghosts and questioning them. Different magi get different stories about what happens after death. Perhaps this is due to an inability of magic to determine definitive metaphysical truths. Metaphysical truths are those questions which seem to plague our race forever, defying reason and refusing to be answered. Other well-known metaphysical truths are: Does God exist? What is the nature of evil? Do we have free-will here on earth or is our life already pre-determined? These are questions beyond the ability of mortals to answer, and magic, bound to this mortal sphere, also has the inability to help magi answer them.
Reflections: Because of this Limit, the magi have realized that their magic is related only to this earth and to Hell below. The powers of the heavens are something separate. Some magi have concluded that mastery of magic will eventually lead to renunciation of it and a development of higher powers, powers relating to the outer spheres of the universe; but since the outermost sphere seems to be that of God, the creator himself, this would seem to be a question of idle speculation.
My warning to you is to never get caught trying to bridge this gap of speculation, for therein lies the greatest danger. Those who have tried have invariably failed, for there are not only limits to our magic, but there are limits to understanding and rational discourse as well. The higher spheres are simply not within our bounds; they are above and beyond us, and they always shall be. In the end we too are mortals, despite our unearthly powers.
