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KINGDOM OF SHADOWS

THE ENIGMATIC WORLD OF THE NINTH GATE BOOK
ENGRAVINGS

In the pantheon of cinematic mysteries, few artifacts hold as
much allure as the fictional volume at the heart of Roman
Polanski's 1999 film, The Ninth Gate. The story, adapted from
Arturo Pérez-Reverte's novel The Club Dumas, revolves around a
rare book dealer named Dean Corso, who is hired to authenticate
a copy of a legendary 17th-century grimoire titled The Nine Gates
of the Kingdom of Shadows. The book's true power is said to lie
not in its text but in a series of nine intricate copperplate
engravings. These The Ninth Gate book engravings are the
key to unlocking a satanic ritual that can summon the Devil
himself. For decades, the engravings have fascinated fans, occult
enthusiasts, and art historians alike, blending fiction with a
surprisingly deep well of esoteric symbolism. This article explores
the real and imagined history behind these captivating
illustrations, their hidden meanings, and their enduring cultural
impact.

According to the film and novel, The Nine Gates of the Kingdom
of Shadows was written in 1666 by a man named Aristide
Torchia, supposedly a printer who made a pact with the deuvil.
Only three copies of the original book are believed to have
survived. Each copy contains nine engravings, but the catch is
that only one of the three copies holds the genuine, uncorrupted
engravings. The other two are forgeries created by Torchia
himself to mislead seekers. The engravings are numbered, and
when viewed in the correct sequence, they supposedly reveal a
secret formula or path that allows the possessor to open a
doorway to the kingdom of shadows.

The Nine Engravings and
Their Symbolism

Each of the The Ninth Gate book engravings depicts a scene
steeped in alchemical, astrological, and demonic symbolism. In
the film, we see Corso collecting images of the engravings from
all three copies and comparing them to identify the authentic
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versions. Here is a breakdown of the engravings as they appear
in the movie (note: the actual sequence may vary in different
interpretations):

e Engraving I: A skeletal figure (Death) holding an hourglass
and a scythe, with a serpent coiled around its arm. The
hourglass suggests the finite nature of time, while the
serpent implies temptation and eternal knowledge.

e Engraving lI: A blindfolded woman holding a pair of
scales. She is often interpreted as Justice, but the blindfold
may indicate that the seeker must look beyond surface-
level morality.

e Engraving Ill: A man playing a pipe while a woman
dances, surrounded by flames. This could represent the
dangerous seduction of forbidden arts.

e Engraving IV: A nude woman riding a beast with multiple
heads. The beast is reminiscent of the biblical Leviathan,
and the woman may symbolize Lilith or a succubus.

e Engraving V: A man pointing at a star while a serpent eats
its own tail (Ouroboros). The Ouroboros is a classic
alchemical symbol of cycles and unity.

e Engraving VI: A figure with a lantern walking through a
dark forest. This evokes the seeker's journey into the
unknown.

e Engraving VII: A tower collapsing, with lightning striking
its top. This is a clear reference to the Tarot's Tower card,
representing destruction and revelation.

e Engraving VIII: Two figures—one male, one
female—standing before a tree laden with fruit. The serpent

is entwined in the branches, echoing the Garden of Eden
narrative.

e Engraving IX: A central figure (possibly Satan or a Lucifer
figure) seated on a throne, with rays of light emanating
from its head. The figure holds an open book, and the
surrounding space is filled with stars. This is the final gate,
the ultimate key.

What makes the engravings in the film so compelling is the subtle
changes between the three copies. For instance, in some versions
of an engraving, a figure might have a different number of
fingers, a missing shadow, or an extra detail. The viewer, like
Corso, must become a detective to spot the authentic version.

THE REAL-WORLD INSPIRATION BEHIND THE
ENGRAVINGS

While The Nine Gates of the Kingdom of Shadows is entirely
fictional, its creator drew heavily from real occult traditions. The
name "Torchia" may be a nod to the Italian printer and occultist
Francesco Maria (or perhaps a reference to the "Torch" of
illumination). The idea of a book of engravings that holds a secret
power has parallels with the famous Hypnerotomachia Poliphili
(1499), a Renaissance work filled with cryptic woodcuts. More
directly, the engravings in the film were designed by the artist
and set designer. In the novel, the author Pérez-Reverte
researched alchemical texts, grimoires, and demonologies to give
the engravings an authentic feel.

Interestingly, the real engravings used as props in the movie
became highly sought after. A limited number of replica prints
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were made available after the film's release, and they now
circulate among collectors. Some fans have even attempted to
"solve" the puzzle of the engravings, creating elaborate theories
that link the images to Kabbalistic sephirot, astrological houses,
or the stages of alchemical transformation.

THE NINTH GATE BOOK ENGRAVINGS IN POPULAR
CULTURE

The concept of The Ninth Gate book engravings has
transcended the film and novel. It has inspired artwork, tattoos,
video games, and even academic papers exploring the
intersection of fiction and occultism. The engravings serve as a
powerful metaphor for the search for hidden knowledge—a theme
that resonates with anyone who feels that reality holds secrets
just beneath the surface.

In the world of bookselling, the film brought attention to the
genre of "bibliophilic thrillers." Rare book dealers often report
that customers ask for "the book from The Ninth Gate," and while
the physical book doesn't exist, several enterprising artists have
created custom-bound copies of the grimoire, complete with the
nine engravings. These are sold as art objects or prop replicas.

How the Engravings Drive

the Narrative

The engravings are not just props; they are the engine of the
plot. Dean Corso's journey takes him from New York to Spain,
Portugal, and France as he meets collectors, scholars, and the
mysterious Balkan (the man who originally hired him). Each
engraving reveals a clue or a warning, and Corso's increasing
obsession mirrors that of the original owner of the book, who may
have been murdered for his possession. The final scene of the
film—in which Corso completes the ritual by standing before the
ninth engraving—leaves the viewer questioning whether he has
gained ultimate power or lost his soul. The ambiguity is what
makes the engravings so effective: they are never fully
explained, and the audience is left to interpret their meaning.

A DEEPER DIVE: SYMBOLIC ANALYSIS OF KEY
ENGRAVINGS

To understand why these engravings captivate, let's analyze
three key images in greater detail.

The Ouroboros and the Star
(Engraving V)

This engraving is rich with alchemical significance. The serpent
eating its own tail, the Ouroboros, represents the cycle of life,
death, and rebirth. The man pointing to a star suggests the



alchemical adage "as above, so below." This engraving implies
that the seeker must align their inner macrocosm with the outer
universe. In the context of the story, it signals that the path to
the ninth gate requires a complete transformation of the self.

The Tower Collapsing
(Engraving VIlI)

Drawing directly from the Tarot's Tower card (traditionally named
"The House of God" or "The Lightning-Struck Tower"), this
engraving foretells a sudden, violent upheaval. In the narrative,
this corresponds to the destruction of many characters' lives who
come too close to the secret. It serves as a warning that the
knowledge of the gates is dangerous and that pride precedes a
fall.

The Ninth Gate Itself
(Engraving IX)

The final engraving is deliberately ambiguous. In the film, the
authentic version shows a figure that is more human-like than
demonic, with a serene expression. Some viewers interpret this
as the true nature of the devil, not as a monster but as a bringer
of light. The rays emanating from the figure's head are
reminiscent of depictions of Apollo or Christ, blurring the line
between divine and infernal. This ambiguity reinforces the film's

theme that the Devil may not be evil in the traditional sense but
rather a force of hidden knowledge.

WHY THE ENGRAVINGS CONTINUE TO FASCINATE

The enduring appeal of The Ninth Gate book engravings lies
in their perfect blend of reality and fiction. They feel authentic
because they are grounded in real occult symbols: the sun,
moon, stars, alchemical elements, and classical demons. Yet they
remain mysterious because no authoritative interpretation exists.
Every viewer can project their own meaning onto them.

Additionally, the concept of a "puzzle book" that requires careful
observation to solve appeals to our innate curiosity. In an age of
digital distractions, the analog nature of these engravings—hand-
drawn, printed on paper, hidden in a rare book—harks back to a
time when knowledge was a treasure to be uncovered.

THE NINTH GATE BOOK ENGRAVINGS IN OCCULT
CIRCLES

While the book is fictional, some occultists have embraced the
engravings as a genuine sigil system. There are online forums
dedicated to "working" with the nine gates, using the engravings
as focal points for meditation or ritual. This is a testament to the
power of art to create belief. The engravings have even been
compared to the works of real occultists like John Dee and
Edward Kelley, whose Enochian language was also recorded in
complex geometric forms.

Libraries and museums occasionally receive requests for
information about "The Nine Gates of the Kingdom of Shadows,"
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and staff must explain that it is a work of fiction. However, some
institutions (like the National Library of France) have hosted
exhibitions on fictional grimoires, including reproductions of the
engravings, acknowledging their cultural significance.

THE ART BEHIND THE ENGRAVINGS

The visual style of the The Ninth Gate book engravings
deliberately mimics the copperplate engravings of the 17th
century, such as those by Albrecht Dlrer or Jacques Callot. The
lines are fine, the shading is cross-hatched, and the compositions
are dense with detail. In the film, each engraving is shown as a
full-page illustration with handwritten numbers and Latin text
beneath. The design team created four different sets (one for
each of the three copies and one for a burned copy). The
authentic engravings have subtle differences: for example, in one
version of the second engraving, the blindfolded woman's scales
have a different number of notches.

Many fans have reproduced the engravings from screen captures,
and some talented artists have created their own interpretations.

The engravings have become a staple of "occult art"
merchandise, appearing on T-shirts, posters, and mugs. Their
popularity shows no signs of waning.

CONCLUSION: THE LEGACY OF THE ENGRAVINGS

The Ninth Gate book engravings are a rare example of a
fictional artifact that has taken on a life of its own. What began as
a prop in a thriller has become a symbol of the eternal human
guest for hidden knowledge—whether occult, artistic, or
intellectual. The engravings remind us that sometimes the most
powerful stories are not told in words but in images, and that the
greatest mysteries are the ones we never fully solve.

Whether you view them as mere movie props, as keys to a
fictional satanic ritual, or as genuine pieces of esoteric art, the
nine engravings continue to inspire curiosity and debate. They
stand as a testament to the skillful blending of history, art, and
fantasy, and they invite each new viewer to look closer, question
what they see, and perhaps—just perhaps—find their own path
through the nine gates.



