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Hermeticism is one of the undercurrents of Western cultural memory; it
Chronology 143 has never been a main current, but neither has it been entirely marginal or
Glossary 147 entirely forgotten. The common thesis that it was a rediscovery of the Re-
. naissance, something of which the Middle Ages had no inkling, is convine-
Select Bibliography 151 ingly refuted in this book. To be sure, the appearance of a manuscript of
Index 153 the Corprus Hermeticum and its translation by Marsilio Ficino, completed in
1463, did, in fact, signify an intellectual revolution and established, at least
in Florence and northern Italy, a Hermetic tradition with a character all
its own. But there had been three lines of tradition in which the Hermetic
bady of thought had subsisted throughout the Middle Ages: citations by
the Church Fathers (especially Lactantius and Clement of Alexandria), the
tractate “Asclepius” in Latin translation, and texts that had already been
translated from Arabic into Latin in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.
Florian Ebeling can thus distinguish two currents of Hermetic tradi-
tion. The one, which was based on the writings of the Corfrus Hermeticum,
was at home in Italy and spread from there throughout Europe, and the
other, which was based in particular on the Tabula Smaragdina and other
originally Arabic texts, had its center north of the Alps, Tralian Hermeti-
cism understood itself as a philosophy closely related 10 Neoplatonism,
whereas, beyond the Alps, Hermeticism viewed itself as a practical, al-
chemical-medical science, Only the appeal 1o Hermes Trismegistus was
common to both tradidions. Uniil now, scholars have always understood
the rubwic “Hermetic tradition™ o refer 1o the Hermaenicism of the Flo-
rentine Renaissanee and the history ol is indloence and adoption. Now,
Bowever, Flovian Ebelings discovery of an independent novihern e
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of Hermetic traditions. This book not only simarizes what is alveady
known about Hermeticism but also sketehes a wholly new picture of this
topic. In his Heidelberg dissertation, basing himself on a text corpus
of well over a hundred partly known and partly unknown alchemical
tractates of the seventeenth century, Eheling recovered the outlines of
an independent image of Egypt in which that land was not an ancient,
dead culture but a living tradition that could be inherited and carried
on. Thus, for instance, Paracelsus could he undersiood as a new Hermes.
This image of Egvpt is that of the Rosicrucians and the Freemasons, as
we encounter it, for instance, in Mowswt's Meagic Flute,

Hermes Trismegistus was considered o he an Egyptian sage, a fact that
makes the Hermetie tradition so extraordinarily interesting for Egyptol-
ogy. Among the traditions and memorable figures that have kept various
images ol ancient Egyptian civilization alive in Western cultural memory,
Hermes Trismegistus is the most important, and the image of Egypt he
represents is the most magnificent. For the West, along with the Hebrew
Moses and the Greek Plato, there has always been, though only seldom
on the same level, the Egyptian Hermes Trismegistus. As archetype of a
third position between Christianity and paganism, Hermes Trismegistus
had his finest hour in the Renaissance, in the framework of the tradi-
tion of prisca theologin (ancient theology) founded by Marsilio Ficino.
For more than a hundred years it seemed as though the exclusivity of
Christian monotheism, with its sharp distinction between religion and
idolatry, and between orthodoxy and heresy, was allowing itself to be
sublimated into a comprehensive, universalist perspective—until, in the
course of the Counter-Reformation, the boundaries were closed again,
and Francesco Patrizi and his books ended up on the Index, Tommaso
Campanella in jail, and Giordano Bruno at the stake. In the framework
of prisca theologia, Hermes Trismegistus was a prominent, and at times
the greatest, vehicle of a revelation granted by God not anly to Jews and
Christians but also to pagans.

The major problem of Hermeticism is that, on the one hand, the vari-
ous wraditions invoking Hermes can scarcely be reconciled with one an-
other, whereas, on the other hand, some of these traditions resemble, to
the point of confusion, other movements that do not mention Hermes.
There is no “Hermeticism™ in the sense of a unique and distinet move-
ment or of a single philosophical system. Ebeling makes this point clear
in his book. The alchemo-Paracelsism he describes here for the first time
was an independent Hermetic tradition with almost nothing in common
with the platonizing Hermeticism that on rinated in Florence, Although
certain common elements stnd out, they are not exclusively *Hermetic”

Baort eonnn B Tovnd i onher teditions as well,

Foveword 8 ix

It seems to me that the most important element in Hermetic tradi-
tion is the motil of revelation. The various Hermetic discourses do not
draw their anthority from the persuasive power of their arguments but
from their appeal to a higher revelation that lies beyvond mundane rea-
son. They set this revelation on a par with that of the Bible, and if the
Hermetists can show that the Bible and the texis they ascribe 1o Hermes
Trismegistus agree in the essential points of their theology and cosmology,
then clearly both stem from the same divine source of revelation. Hermetic
discourse is revelatory discourse, [t proceeds from above o below, from a
higher standpoint inaccessible to that of ordinary reason, in a solemn
and authoritative tone, In late antiquity, from which the oldest of these
texts stem, this tone was common far beyond Hermeticism. At that time
the “book market” was flooded with texts that purported o be works of
towering, semidivine figures from a primeval time near to that of the
godds, These “psendepigrapha” were not viewed as erude forgeries but
as signals of a specific tradition 1o which appeal was made. Truth was
more a matter of antiquity and origin than of coherence and evidence, a
principle that has characterized Hermetic traditions down to their con-
temporary, postmodern manifestations, These reasons proved o be the
undoing of Hermes Trismegistus, when his pseudepigraphic character
was convincingly exposed by Isaac Casaubon in the year 1614, Along
with the proof of his antiquity, his pretension o veracity and his pro-
phetic character came crashing down,

Whereas the classical Hermetic writings did not make a cenual point
of their venerable age but derived their revelatory quality more from the
divine rank of their author, the issue of antiquity became a decisive crite-
rion of truth in the framework of Christian chronology. Greater age meant
higher truth, The best knowledge was the oldest knowledge. As a result,
Hermetic knowledge came to be viewed as rescued primeval knowledge,
the wisdom of Adam, that had in some way survived the Flood. Various an-
cient legends could be cited on this point. Josephus Flavius recounted that
the grandchildren of Adam, the sons of Seth, had inscribed this primeval
knowledge on two columns, one of them made of bricks in case of an out-
break of five, the other of stone in case of a catastrophic flood, The column
ol sione survived the Flood and supposedly could sill be seen in Syria,
{(Pseudo)-Manetho distinguished two figures named Hermes, The Hrst
wrole his wisdom in hieroglyphs on stelae. After the Flood, the second, son
ol Agathodaimon and Father of Tat, deposited this wisdom in the temples
e the forme of books written in Greek, Aol Ammianos Marcellinus wrote
thai the wise men ol Fgyvpl, anticipaiing o catastrophic Hood, prepared

subtercmenn gallevies and coaves, aond coveved their walls with hicroglyphic
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legends that had come to be attached in late antiquity to the mjrsterilous,
ruined monuments of Egypt and then were rvichly embellished by medieval
Avab writers: from these sources they passed into alchemo-Paracelsism and
into the lore of the Rosicrucians and Freemasons.

Behind these legends of the founding of Hermeticism stood a {:mwhl:-
tion that knowledge had been lost. The story of this loss in the Sapientia
Adamica is the alchemical, Paracelsic counterpart to Ficino's conception
of theologia prisca. In both cases there is a genealogy of knowledge, with
Ficino in one case, and Paracelsus in the other, being the great modern
collector and restorer of the scattered sparks of the original light. In hoth
waditions Plato had a central role; both play him off against Aristotle,
and hoth schools of thought saw themselves as a philosophia pia, a unity of
religion and science, theology and philosophy, research aurll Pieq,', T.his
pessimistic, backward-lonking concept of knowledge and tradition, which
localized all knowledge in the Beginning, after which things cou_ld D“.I}I
go downhill, and according to which wisdom and rescarch cu.r:-nsmled in
catching hold of these scattered sparks, characterized, inter alia, the phi-
losophy of history of the Hlluminati of the later eighteenth century. In the
context of the Hermetic tradition, revelation was thus legitimized through
a privileged contact not with the hereafter {by way of visions, as in 'h'.: Ir_-ase
of Emanuel Swedenhorg, who otherwise stood so close to this tradition)
but with the Origin. _

The concept of revelation entails an attitude roward the world that 1-.1?;h
ta call “hypercosmism.” From antiquity on, all Hermetic traditions have in-
sisted on the revelatory character of nature, on the divinity of the world as
awork of God, and on the ever graded levels of presence or “immanence”
of God in all things; at the same time, however, in Hermetic thought of
all periods, it is clear that the essence and truth of God are not bound up
in the things of the world, that they cannot be comprehended by human
reason or described with human speech. This hypercosmism character-
izes not only Jewish, Muslim, and Christian belief in a transcendent C:ud
but also the pagan monotheism of late antiquity, whose typical theological
forms of discourse are revelatory addresses in the form of oracles {eg.,
in Macrobius) or didactic dialogues (as in the Corfus Hermeticum) . This
rranscendent or “hypercosmic” concept of God (the concept is ancient
and stems from Vettius Agorius Practextatus) that distinguishes between
“encosmic” and “hypercosmic” gods is the deepest common denominator
between Christianity and Hermeticism, and it was the basis of the lamer's
adoption in the framework of the Christian cultre of the West, .

In the Hermetie traditions, the motil of vevelation is bound up with
the motil of seerecy, T ordinary bnguage this motil caome o charae

teriee the notion of “Hevmete” (s the mysierions, the i essile,
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the self-contained}. This stress on secrecy distinguishes Hermetic from
biblical revelation. In the biblical tradition, revealed knowledge was in-
tended for general distribution. The Torah given to Moses at Sinai was to
be learned by heart and studied day and night by all the people of Israel,
and the revelaton of Christ was proclaimed to all peoples. The strictest
secrecy, however, underlay Hermetic revelation. For that reason, unlike
the Torah, it was codified not in the letters of an alphabet but in hiero-
glyphs: from late antiquity to the nineteenth century these pictorial sym-
bols were understood to be a medium of enciphering ideas independent
of language, notwithstanding that the preserved texts were themselves
written in {or “translated into") Greek, Latin, or Arabic,

In the imagination of the Hermertisis, hieroglyphs performed three
functions: that of arcanizing, of denoting ideas independent of language,
and of immediate signification. The concept of “arcanizing” refers to the
function of maintaining secrecy. In this regard, hieroglyphs function as a
cryptography that discloses its meaning only to the initiated. In his well-
known critique of writing in the Phaedrus and in his Seventh Letter, Plato
denounced what he wok to be an especially grave deficiency of written
communication: that it does not distinguish between the initiated and the
uninitiated, thus exposing its message to all sorts of misuse and misunder-
standing, Hieroglyphic writing that can be read only by the initiated coun-
ters this deficiency. As a medium of denoting ideas, hieroglyphs stand in
oppaosition to phonetic scripts, which represent the sequence of sounds
in spoken language. Ancient writers such as Diodorus and Plotinus had
already stressed that hieroglyphs did not refer o syllables and words but
to concepis and ideas. Finally, the notion of “immediate signification,”
coined by Aleida Assmann, refers to the distinction introduced by Plato
between “nartural™ (physei) and “conventional” (thesei) signs. Natural signs
denote the signified by means of a natural and thus immediate relation-
ship, whereas conventional signs do so indirectly via a code agreed upon
by society. Since Aristotle, it has seemed certain that writing and speech
proceed according to the principle of mediated signification. The Her-
metic traditions, however, regarded hieroglyphs as natural signs that stood
in an immediate reladonship to the world, and, for these traditions, the
world was a cosmos of signs and a system of relationships in which each
thing was imprinted with the “signature” of its meaning. Adam, who gave
mames o the ereatures, knew how to “read” them, and this knowledge
survived the Flood and the decline of ancient culiares to be handed down
1o the present eva throoagh the currents of Hermetic tradition.

Favr ol thesae veswsoms the Plevmietie teditions, and abwove all the alehemo-
Pavacelsie teadhition, vegarded themselves as o noiedisoomrsive philosophy
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didi symbolon” already in Philo of Alexandyia. In his biography of Moses he
writes that Moses was initiated into Egyptian “philosophy, communicated
through symbols,” during his upbringing as a prince in Pharaoh’s court,

Along with revelation and secrecy, “initiation” is the third concept un-
ceasingly connected with the Hermetic traditions. Initiation is much more
than a communication of knowledge. It involves not only knowing the
hieroglyphic code, the enigmatic protective shell of Hermetic wisdom,
but also demonstrating that one is worthy of this knowledge. The reason
for the arcanizing of Hermetic knowledge was concern that it might fall
into unworthy hands. Initiation was thus, above all, a test of worthiness
that preceded the conveying of knowledge and constituted its necessary
presupposition. Knowledge was to be communicated only to the worthy.
Worthiness was not a question of knowledge but of virtue. This caution
was connected with the special power ascribed to natural symbols. On
the basis of thinking in terms of references and analogies, rather than
causal relationships, Hermeticism developed a theory of the coherence
of the world that could be put to practical use, magically, mystically, and
medically, but, above all, alchemically, for refining metals, prolonging life,
achieving earthly bliss—in short, for producing the Philosophers’ Stone.
The framework of immediate signification was a far better guide to the
secrets of Nature than that of conventional science.

These and many other motifs are common, but not exclusive, to the
Hermetic traditions; they are also found in contexts in which Hermes
Trismegistus plays no role. The Paracelsic doctrine of signatures and
thinking in analogies, for example, reappears in the later cighteenth cen-
tury in the work of Emanuel Swedenborg, and the doctrine of universal
oneness resembles the thought of the pantheists and of the followers of
Spinoza. The project of a writing system denoting concepts ( Begriffsschrift,
“concept writing”) fascinated Leibniz and other seventeenth-century phi-
losophers, whereas the Egyptianizing Freemasons of the late eighteenth
century were concerned with the mysteries of Isis and her “veiled image
at Sais,” not with the teachings of Hermes Trismegistus. In the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries many of these elements were taken over
by movements such as theosophy and anthroposophy, which had in com-
mon the triad of revelation, secrecy, and initiation. In the multplicity of
its traditions, which cannot be subsumed under a single “system,” and
with its complex of concepts, forms of thought, and types of discourse,
Hermeticism developed an alternative, decidedly backward-looking cul-
mre of knowledge that continued without reference to cither ancient
Egypt or Hermes Trismegistus; for this reason it survived the nnmask-
ing of the primeval Egyptian sage in LGE sl the decipherment, aned
demstilication, o the Egyptian licroglyphis in TS Todiy, with o
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postmodern, “anything goes” auitude, and our radical rejection of the
belief in progress characteristic of the nineteenth and twentieth centu-
ries, there is an attraction in a backward-looking culture of knowledge
like Hermeticism, which seeks its salvation in the protective recollection
of origins. Perhaps the ancients not only saw much that is important to
us today but also knew much that we have, in the meantime, forgotten.
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Introduction

The history of Hermeticism, which begins in antiquity, has yet to come
to an end. This book recounts that history, and looks at some of its most
notable exponents and opponents but without losing itself in exhaustive
detail, The goal is 1o offer an impression of the multiplicity of conceptual
worlds handed down to us under the rubric of Hermeticism,

This is the first survey of this sort o date, although many works on the
subject exist. At close examination, the concept of "Hermeticism” seems
to elude comprehension. Many writers understand it as the history of al-
chemy or as various historical expressions of thinking by analogy: others
consider that the term refers to the use made of the tractates of the Corpas
Hermeticum in Italian Renaissance philosophy. There is a “philosophy of
the abyss™ that makes use of this name, though for many, it is simply a syn-
onvm for esotericism, magic, and occuliism. Others see Hermeticism as
an anthropological constant that emerged with anthropogenesis, whereas
still others hold it to be the fundamental spiritual matrix of our time.

To facilitate a survey of all these diverse interpretations of Hermeticism,
a pragmatic decision had to be made: thus the history recounted here is
based on the works ascribed to Hermes Trismegistus, the prime anthority
of Hermeticism, and on the works that refer implicitly to his authority, and
it follows the trail this sage lefl behind from antiquity until today, What
does the image of Hermes Trismegistus represent? What has given this
ligure such appeal? Why are his texis clied?

The comeept of Hlermeticisim itsell is not the subject here, although
the tesis will pecessarily be examined o order 1o understand what the
term “Hermeneism™ T meand at vaeviog thoes andd i ditTerent caltoral
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a great deal is merely intimated; the intent is not to replace the many,
sometimes brilliant studies that have already appeared. The reader who
wishes to learn more will find outstanding scholarly literature in the select
bibliography, works that form the basis of this book and can aid in further
study.

To define the content of Hermeticism strictly would entail the danger
of abbreviating its history and thus losing sight of many phenomena. Per-
haps Hermeticism has fascinated so many people precisely because it has
made it possible to produce many analogies and relationships to various
traditions: to Platonism in its many varieties, to Stoicism, to Gnostic ideas,
and even to certain Aristotelian doctrines. The Gnostic, the esoteric, the
Platonist, or the deist has each been able to find something familiar in
the writings, and each has been able 1o understand what was familiar as the
actual core. One just had to have a penchant for remote antiquity, for the
idea of a Golden Age, in order for Hermeticism, with its aura of an ancient
Egyptian revelation, to have enjoyed such outstanding success.

Hermeticism, a primeval knowledge that bore all that followed in em-
bryonic form, a divine revelation imparted even to pagans and one that
was nearly identical to Christianity, an all-embracing doctrine of reconcili-
ation—many have undersiood Hermeticism in this sense, whereas others
have used it as a battle cry in their struggle against Aristotelianism and
other “devilish nonsense.” It has been possible to appeal to Hermeticism,
as Bruno did to argue for the Copernican revolution with a metaphysi-
cal pantheism; or to entrench oneself as a scientific reactionary behind a
concept of revelation; or to combat deistic and progressive movements. At
times Hermeticism has been a theological and philosophical preoccupa-
tion with the concept of spirit, but it has also been a concern to produce

the Philosophers’ Stone. Hermetic writings were used to promote the En-
lightenment but also to polemicize against it.

Although this book is intended as a survey of the wealth of phenomena
labeled “Hermeticism,” it cannot offer everything. One focus is on the
literature of Germany, and another is on the seventeenth century. Other
matters are touched on only in passing or omitted entirely. This is not the
history of Hermeticism but rather only one.

I  Prehistory and Early History
of a Phantasm

The eponymous patron of Hermeticism never existed: Hermes Trismegistus
was a fiction, a fruitful Acton with lasting effects. The figure of this lui_-;uml-
ary l:.g}fptian sage arose from the merging of two deities of highly divergent
origin: the Egyptian god Thoth and the Greek Hermes. |
Thoth was one of the most important and ancient gods of Egvpt. From
the Old Kingdom (3700-2150 p.c.e) on, this god, who was 1':{31'{:5&:1111:{1
fmthmpﬂnmlphicull}r but with the head of an ibis, was worshiped not only
in Hermopolis Magna, the principal location of his cult, which was named
after him by the Greeks, but throughout Egypt. Myth ascribed many cul-
tural achievements to him, In the myth of the founding of the ligvi)tian
state, he judged who should rule between Horus, the incarnation of the
ruling king, and Seth, his adversary. With his invention of writing and
m‘dtlhemalics. he not only created the basis of documentation and recol-
lection but also instituted the basic mediums of Egyptian kingship and
l:u.lu:ll‘e. Thoth was thus considerced the universal god of wisdom and ac-
_mlnlsu*dtiun, and the patron god of scribes. Besides his importance as the
inventor of numerous cultural technologies which made him the univer-
sal god of cullure, he also had a cosmological significance. As moon g:,;(l
and representative of the night side of the sun god, he was revered in the
Prolemaic period for his regulation of the phases of the moon and the
course of the stars, |
_ l"rmull]u‘ ancient Egyptian point of view, the cternal needed codifica-
tion: writing and the docoumentation of ritual gave validity to the eternal
;l.-ll.ll. estabilished the veliabilitg of cultoee, Thos Thoth w;[x A representa-
tve sl sovvee ol correctly and ponetiliously peclovmed vitoal, In the
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Thoth (right) watches over the Judgment ol the Diead, writing down the outeome u;lhlt:_l:lir-
emony. Anubis, in charge of the weighing, conducts the ::.i_ct.'_:ascd o the scale ?n.f “e:If 15.
the heart of the deceased against Maat, The “Devouress will swallow the heart 1 rILMR:a
not stand up 1o the test, Vignette from the Book of tl_l::_Dcml of Humr'.{er, chap, 125 A Ler
Ernest Alfred Wallis Budge, The Boak of the Dend: Facsimiles of the Papyri of Hunefer (London,
15899, plae 4.

was responsible for the correct performance of the burial ritual, alm-:] actu-
ally conducted the deceased into the presence of the gods. The wisdom of
this “spokesman of Egypt” was also prized for its oracular nature: he was
considered to be the knowing one “who foretells the morrow and foresees
the future, whose act cannot be brought to naught.” His wisdom and
knowledge were comprehensive, he was the “one wh:::. knows .the myster-
ies,” “great of magic,” and thus revered as a magical s.hut]d against the n.j:wl
eve and the bites of scorpions and snakes.® As a luminary of the Egyptian
pantheon, with special competence over writing and knowledge, only fiel-
dom did a shadow fall upon Thoth, as when he was suspected ol ste:_ilmg
the food offerings or the property of Re or disturbing the course of tme.
For Homer, Hermes was the “helpful messenger of the gods” who cul-
tivated a sense of “community with all men and gods”;* he was god ol

1. Raymond O, Faulkner, in Eva von Thassow, ed., The Egyptian Book of the Ilimrf.' Tl Bk
of Going Fortfe by Dey (San Francisce, 1994}, p. 158, (feak of the fead, chap. 182} _—

9. The citations are from Dieter Ruril, “Thaoth,” in \\'ul.fj.r.&ng Telck '.|an1 .““" [ETYS
Westendort, cels,, Lexikan der .jl:ﬂjurnfru:ir, viol, G (WWiesTunalen, 1G], lllﬁ..'l‘.:?—ﬁi.:'!.

4 Ulevner, Dhvon o Elevnnes, Cited alies Pfrtiog e Ansilee aene ey B Nowesss, selecied
Py Aok Dalunsdeadn, vl M0 i8ea b, SHRE
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fertility, of herds and pastures, of gymnastics and oratory. As patron of
commerce and trade, he was worshiped by merchants, but he also enjoyed
a more dubious notoriety as the patron god of thieves. Like Thoth, he
conducted the souls of the dead in the netherworld, but he had also led
Persephone in the opposite direction, out of the shadowy realm and into
the world above. This deity who crossed the border between gods and
men, between this world and the next, was also endowed with the power of
conjuring and magic: his “Hades” Helmet” concealed him, and itwas from
his hand that Odysseus received an enchanted plant against the power
of Circe, With his magic wand he could put people to sleep and awaken
them. He was the “richest in gifts of the Olympians,” who had something
at the ready for evervone: successful business for the merchant and a cun-
ning deception for the thief, For some, he was god of the right moment,
of the lucky find, and for others he was the epitome of false oaths, the god
who, according to Hesiod, contributed “the mind of a bitch and a thievish
nature” to the creation of Pandora.’!

The herald’s staff, the winged cap, the
v, and the cock are the characterisie
attribtes of the Greek Hermes and the
Roman Mercury, From Petrus Apianus, fn-
sevifitinnes suersearfme vetiestalis {Ingolstacde,
Ik, pond

Ao el Wankes wrend Paps, verpsass GO See A BN Mlianassabis, Dheogony, Winks el
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In Hellenistic Egypt Hermes Trismegistus arose frn::-rln a merging of the
figures of Thoth and Hermes. After the conquest of Egypt by Alexander
the Great in the year 332 B.C.E., the Greeks in Egypt adnpled: the outward
forms of Egyptian culture, investing them, however, wlt!r their nwu‘Greck
content. In the interfrelatio graeca, foreign deities, including thase of Egvpt,
were understood as equivalents of Greek gods and goddesses; they vfc.re
different in form but identical in essence. By that time, however, deities
of different cultures had already been identified with one another. In the
fifth centurv Herodotus wrote that Hermes and Thoth COl‘l‘f,‘Sl:llt‘J-ndEd 1o
each other, }Ul' hoth were considered to be tricksters, and sometimes even
thieves, who, equipped with magical capabilities, were messengers of the
gods and conductors of the dead. _

This new Hermes, this HermesThoth, was more than the sum of his
parts, however. He took on a new life, and from the second century on
was graced with the epithet Trismegistus, the ':{hrict grea'f.“ His double
descent from his fathers, Hermes and Thoth, 15 i‘ETIL‘CLCd in the confus-
ing, legendary multiplicity of his functions and attributes, as reported by
Diodorus Siculus in his Bibliotheca historiae:

For this god was the first to bring language to perfection; he na..med many
nameless things, invented the alphabet, and ordained ceremonies go.wn.‘n-
ing divine worship and sacrifices to the gods. He was the first 1o per ceive
arder in the stars and to discern the nature and harmony nfmusu:n! souneds.
He also was the first to establish a school of wrestling and to cultivate the
graceful movement and proper development nl? the hl‘b{lj.'. r...1 )\'{l_d he
manght the Greeks eloquence [ hermensial, which is '.'fh‘l,' !'Iti is %'a_lh:rl Hermes.
In short, they hold him to have heen the sacred scribe of Clslms, Lh&l orl:;- [0
whom he confided all things and on whose counsel he especially relied,

Language and writing, religion and music, astronomy alnd techniques nj
physical training were traced back to Hermes Trismegistus, _a‘nd he hal
even advised as important a god as Osiris. As was the tmdmo.n, 11“: ac-
quired a noticeably human form, living among men and fmrcuomug as
their teacher, This “lord of reason and rational speech” was vIE‘I:\-'Ed aslthe
forefather of all wisdom, philosophy, and theology, and Egyptian El'xests
supposedly instructed Democritus, Plato, Pythagoras, and Eudoxus in the
knowledge of Hermes. . . .
At first glance the contours of Hermes TT‘I.Stmi.'gl.ﬁtus seem sharrp, 11;
on closer inspection they dissolve. Was he a god, like Hermes and Thoth:
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Many viewed him as such, but for others he was a prophet. It seems to have
been in the nature, in the very essence of this fictive Agure to be shim-
mering, iridescent, without form, for many ancient writers were unclear
regarding his identity. Was there only a single Hermes Trismegistus? A
text attributed to Manetho, an Egyptian priest of the third century B.c.k.,
tells of two figures who bore the name Hermes, The Egyptian Thoth was
the first Hermes; prior to the Flood he recorded his knowledge in hicro-
glyphs. After the Flood the knowledge was vanslated from the “sacred
language” into Greek and placed in the temples by the second Hermes,
the son of "Agathodaimon” and father of Tar." Cicero took multiplicity to
the limit, reporting in his On the Nature of the Gods that there were five gods
called Hermes, the last of whom was Hermes Trismegistus,

God, prophet, or sage? In any event, writings bearing the name of
Hermes Trismegistus were handed down, and these works established the
Hermetic tradition.

1. What Are Hermetic Texts?

The writings of Hermes Trismegistus are pseudepigrapha, for their alleged
author did not write them. How can we establish a valid corpus of writings?
How can we decide when we have a Hermetic text before us? There are es-
sentially two ways, Some interpreters appeal to content and regard certain
themes as Hermetic; where they find these themes they speak of a Hermetic
text. This method, of course, first requires a definition of Hermeticism in
order to recognize these supposedly Hermetic patterns of thought,

In this present volume, however, we regard, as belonging to the history of
Hermeticism, all texts that refer explicitly to Hermes Trismegistus as their
author or are implicitly ascribed to him. This classification is not without
problems, for each text so ascribed is considered part of a “Hermetic tradi-
tion.” But it also offers advantages, because writing a history of Hermeticism
means describing how this phantasm of the wise old Egyptian was passed
down through the centuries, the significance assigned to him, and how
the corpus of literamre eredited to him developed over tme. It would not
be useful, therefore, to designate texts that did not originate in antiquity
or late antiquity as pseudo-Hermetic, distinguishing them from authentic
Hermeticism. Such a distinction is unnecessary with regard to a fictive au-
thor, for this form of literature does not conform to the modern concept
ol authorship: even if none of the authors of Hermetic writings was actually
named Plermes, there is stll no reason to brand them as fm'gerjes.

G Wt Waudele ], Alaesetbes (Conmlindgre, Bl 19400, [r ROk,



8 @& Chapter ]

We find a similar model of inspiration in the tradition of appeals to the
Muses, such as Homer's “Tell me, o Muse, of fartraveling Odysseus,” or
Ovid's “O gods, inspire my beginning and guide my poem.” The origin of
poetry is of a divine nature; it is divinely inspired. The author did not con-
ceive of himself as a crealon, a productive artistic genius, bt understood
himself to be only a medium. He gave shape and form to the text, but ils
substance was of transcendent origin, Those who held Hermes Trismegis-
tus 1o be the author of a text believed that Hermetic tradition embodied a
knowledge inspired by Hermes Trismegistus himself. There is little reason
to doubt that the authors of Hermetic writings were convinced that they
were passing down an age-old, devinely inspired knowledge, or that the
compilers thought they had found writings deriving from the authority
of Hermes.

To those who called a text “Hermetic,” the name of Hermes often in-
voked a guideline that informed their self-understanding. They believed
there was a “Hermeticism” just as there was a Platonism or Aristotelianism,
and to them the question of Hermes' historicity was superfluous. He was
sometimes only a prototype they invoked to characterize their own form
of philosophizing. As Heinrich MNoll wrote in the seventeenth century:

I call my science “Hermetic” not anly because it [ ... ] conveys the thought
of Hermes, but because [ ... ] it proceeds according to a secret method of
philosophizing whaose beginnings, at least, we have in the fragments of the
Egyptian Hermes, namely, in his “Tabula Smaragdina.”

Here the name of the author serves only as a discourse indicator, Noll uses
the concept “Hermetic” to mark his position within the scientific debates
of the seventeenth century. It is a matter of the plausibility of philoso-
phemes, as they are found in the writings that supposedly stem from the
legendary Egyptian; it is not a matter of a historical author.

The question of Hermes’ authenticity was posed in extenso by the edu-
cated public only in the seventeenth century. In antiquity it was not im-
portant whether Hermes was a historical figure, though only seldom was
it frankly affirmed that he was the author of all the works he supposedly
had written, lamblichus states that books in circulation that bore Hermes'
name® were not written by him but instead were rranslations [rom the
Egyptian by Greek-speaking philosophers: Egyptian-Hermetic doctrine in

7 Henricus Nollivs, Nelurar Senclpainm: Cuned ext hysice Flermetive {Frankiort, HG19,
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origin but Greek philosophy in form. lamblichus means to say that the
jﬂg}-‘plians traced all knowledge back to Hermes Trismegistus, thus mak-
ing clear that the appearance of his name on a book does not necessarily
indicare personal authorship. ?

_ Hermes was not considered an author in the sense of modern copy-
right law, and, in this respect, the Hermetic writings were not forgeries.
A god was supposed to be worshiped as the creator of wisdom and knowl-
edge,” a knowledge that was not the product of individual imagination but
went beyond the individual, beyond space and time. Most important to an
adorant of Hermes Trismegistus was not original intellectual ereation but
rather participation in divine, atemporal knowledge.

2. The Hermetic Texts of Late Antiquity

The II-IEL'metica, at first glance, secem to he a heterogeneous collection
of W_l'lLillgs. Some are theological-philosophical texts, and others have
magical, astrological, or alchemical content. At the beginning of the
th{l‘fl century Clement of Alexandria counted the number of Hermetic
writings that were carried in an ancient Egyptian cult procession. At the
start of the procession were the Hermetic divine hymns and royal h'u‘.-g;
raphy. Astrological books dealing with the fixed stars and the planets
and their movements were [ollowed by hieroglyphic inscriptions on gco.-
graphical themes; following these were hooks dealing with education
and cult practices. There were also hieratic books about the laws, the
gods, and the training of priests. There were, altogether, 56 bou],u‘. of
Hermes containing the entire philosophy of the Egyptians, and these
were complemented by 6 books on medical questions.” These numbers
are modest compared to the 56,525 books noted by Manetho or the
20,000 mentioned by Seleucus. f

IBDHI the figure and writings of Hermes Trismegistus were the product
of the syncretic, Hellenistic philosophy of nature, which itself was a con-
j_a;lumeratiun of Aristotelian, Platonic, Stoic, and Pythagorean doctrines
interspersed with motifs from Egyptian mythology and themes of jewiql;
and Iranian origin. It seems just as impossible 1o strictly and S}'sleme;ti-
cally distinguish doctrinal content according to origin as i;, is to define the
philosophical and theological essence of those doctrines. The entire intel-
lectual climate of the era was characterized by an attitude of “am'thjn.g
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goes.” Emperor Hadrian wrote to the consul Servianus regarding the land
where the Hermetic writings originated:

Here [in sccond-century Egypt] the servanis of Serapis are Chr‘u:ﬂians,_ and
those who call themselves Christian bishops serve Serapis. Hc.n: there is no
synagogue leader, no Samaritan, no Christian presbyter who is not also an
astrologer, a soothsayer, and a quack."!

Out of this syncretism, how could writers creale 2 mmlchmal wur]r‘l :Lhat
resulted in a tradition which displayed, under the rubrl.c.‘nf. HErll'llEllﬂlrEnl,
a formal unity that endured for more than one and a half millennia? W hﬂ.t
beliefs, what ideas and themes are gathered under the concept of Her-
meticism? Which texts are we actually speaking about?

—The Corprus Hermeticum (CH) is a collection of eighteen tractates wr?t—
ten hetween the first and fourth centuries ¢k, and ]mnf‘led down, in
the Greek language, in Byzantne manuscripts of the tuu_rtﬁemh_ to
sixtecnth centuries, It was, presumably, only in the Byzantine period
that they were gathered together into a collection. Ip the: clevﬂml‘J? cen-
tury, Michael Psellus, the Byzantine philosopher, historian, politician,
and monk, knew of this collection, but it had already been common
in late antiquity to hand down Hermetic writings 11.1 text collections,
as indicated, for example, by the thirty-six books of Hermes counted
by Clement of Alexandria. That the Corps Her:nwu'cumvtﬂs at least par-
tially the result of collaborative effort can be discerned in some of the
tractates, for the individual texts often refer to one :mu_lher.

—The Asclepius was probably written in the s,e-:ulnd or rlur_d century .k
and is preserved to us in fullest form in a Lalrm tri_nslalmn. ‘faﬁfe ha'.uu.,l
only in fragmenary form, the Greek original l{ﬂt:d Perfect Dl1sr:ou rse
{ Lagos teleios, In Greek; Serma perfectus, in Latin). Parts,‘n?" this text, 111:
the Coptic language, were found in the Nag Hammadi I?bl‘al'}'. In the
ninth century this tractate was thought to have been written by r‘L]:-u—
leins and was included in editions of his works. The Latin translation
was available to St. Augustine, who cited it in the early fiflth century.
The Asclepius became widespread in the twellth century, a.nd. with
a single exception, the most important Manuscripts stem from the
twelfth and thirteenth centuries. .

—1In the fifth century John Stobaeus compiled a florilegium for Ithe edu-

cation of his son. This comprehensive collection of excerpts includes
many Hermetic texts, some rather lengthy.
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—In 1945 a library of Coptic texts from the fourth century was discov-
ered in the vicinity of Nag Hammadi in Upper Egypt; it included five
Hermetica in the Sahidic dialect, two of them previously unknown,

—Fragments of Hermetic texts are also preserved in the writings of
the Church Fathers, Tertullian in the third century, Lactantius in the
early fourth century, and Augustine in the early fifth century handed
down Hermetic dicie or supplied accounts of Hermetic doctrine.

—The Hermetic Definitions are preserved in a sixth-century Armenian
translation from Greek.

—Small Hermetic fragments constantly turm up in papyri discovered
in archives and libraries; in the latter hall of the twentieth century,

for example, three such papyri were found, two in Vienna and one
in Oxford,

These texts are classified as philosophical-theological, Many others,
previously designated “popular” or "vulgar” Hermetica, today are called
“technical” Hermetica to avoid making value judgments,

—Many astrological theorems and writings were ascribed to Hermes
Trismegistus. Especially detailed is the Book on the Thirly-six Decans,
which perhaps dates back to the first century Bk

—Hermes, the sorcerer and magus, is mentioned in the Greek magical
papyri (Pafryri Graecae Magicae), which stem mostly from the second
to the fourth century, Hermes also appears as a magical healer in the
so-called Cyranidi, from the first to fourth century,

—He was also believed to be the author of alchemical works, and ap-
parently he played an important role as forefather of alchemy, as
he is mentioned in the writings of the earliest well-known alchemist,
Zosimus of Panopolis of the late third to early fourth century.

Already in late antiquity the Hermetica were a barely comprehensible ac-
cumulation of writings, and so cannot be subsumed under a single type,
cither formally or in content. Along with didactic dinlogues on theological-
philosophical themes, there are tractates on astronomy, alchemical formu-
las, and instructions for magical rituals, Can a common core be detected
Biehind all these writings and doctrinal accounts?

Hermeticism seems more difficult to grasp than other “isms,” such as
Pltonism o Avistotelianism. Indeed, Heinrich Dorric has described it
s thing without corners and edges.™™ Nevertheless all these writings

FE Hletmrnehy D, veview o A Festugiere, O La Nevelalion o Hermes Trisuisine, in
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i Trismegistus. Can we
were handed down under the name of Hermes Trismegistus. Can w

exlract 3 central essence fromm the texis:s

3. Hermes as Preacher of Theology and Philosophy

Poimander: The Unity of Knowledge of the Worid,
the Self, and God ‘ o
The first tractate of the Corfrus Hermeticum," .pm'rmh'l?' trom Lh‘E afurgl:l:'.d
century, mentions Hermes Trismegistus in its title but is I".:Ll'lEle:lE.' mt'ﬁ-t
Poimander ox Pymander, a name that has often been appl_ted L? the f:1.1 Ii i
collection of texts. The content of the text is embedded in a frame 11..aulr1:!I
tive: in an introductory dialogue the first-person nm:rutur tells of {n;;suml
visions in which the divine spirit { nous), E‘.allcd Puunun{_ler, revf_a.s :m(l
explains the essence of nature ane man. I,l he text ends 1;\-1111 ;1 lm.“,l-;}r;mn
charge to the narrator o convey his acquired knowledge to the wo Ih;m]
Three stages lead from the Truth hchf:‘!d Ln. the erx_i?h;r in :l ;;L:u] .‘.-,:
via spoken language, to the textat hand. The first stage 15§ -'I.E' ||1|;s. e
sion, the narrator’s recognition of Truth itself; the second is P.oun.u:r LI.:_
explanatory words, in the logos, the rational sper:ch tha_t. !::dkﬁj td\:::\ ;‘
sion comprehensible Lo man. Hermes' ‘preachmg of this ?n:wrlﬂl hﬂ U.r
the third stage, At the beginning, then, is the actual Truth, L_Tn.lx I‘Sl.j:l N
the divine, which cannot be depicted in words. At the end are the x-;r !
explanation and written description, whi.c.h_ar-: not thnf:mﬁe::':?s Li:iu::r .
but only interpret and indicate ie. In the 1m:fhary fiction t IL mt ) m};
concern with this knowledge remains exclusive: a lf:achm pamlsllf .
o a student, for the divine, Hermetic knowledge is intended only for a
dect Few, o
ﬁd’;::.: ‘mplc of the dialogue is a cosmology and, hu:?dmg o1 ,lh:u:r?;l;
anthropology. Underlying both is a common thclnluglcal c::;m:t;!:! 1._1(1 .
world is composed of two polar principles: one 1s _mﬂltu:r, t 11f “:;1 <
darkness and chaos, “damp nature,” and the other is light, the ;::r ui;li
principle, God or the divine spirit. Man and Th? wol }d aT:.s.c 1.1:11116?“-
combining of these polar opposites. .-f';llhuugl} (:udlhnns!e is : .u: ﬂl_m
dent, as spirit that radiates into matter and forms it as fﬁn eﬁ.m 0
omnipresent, and all being has its existence only thrmjg uI'n | ej; ,
relates how the world itself developed out ol thl:ESE poles. (::Ud (11: not cr *
the world himself but only through the mediation of two “sons,” the noelic,
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spiritual models of the visible, material world. The demiurgic spirit (nous)
was the model of the world, the cosmos, and the incorporeal protohu-
man was the model of man, The spiritual models were “dies,” order-
ing principles for the material realm; from these ideal, spiritual origins
arose the world and man as a living unity of spirit and body. God is in
the world, and thus is indirectly present in the cosmos and in man; he is
the original ordering principle at work in, on, and through matter. The
course of the world is also an indirect work of God: the seven planctary
spheres surround the visible cosmos, governing it with the help of Fate
{heimarmene). The circular movements of the plancts bring forth, initi-
ated by spirit, the living creatures, though they themselves are without
spirit. In the world thus created, there rules a hierarchy of being. The
lower elements, largely canght up in matter, chaos, and darkness, are with-
out foges and thus are lacking in spirit and the effect of God; the higher,
spiritual beings, however, are closer 1o God, more strongly influenced by
him, and nobler.

Although the text emphasizes anthropology, it is an anthropology based
on the doctrine of nanwe and cosmology. Spirit, meaning God, created
man, “a man like himsell whom he loved as his own child” (§ 12). This
heloved creation of God, the spiritual-noetic model of earthly man, was
empowered by God to create, and Trom the stars he received power over
all creatures. From the union of the image of God and nature, men were
created: double beings, mortal because of their corporeality and yet im-
mortal because of their share in, and derivation from, the spirimal. The
Iwo parts were not antagonistic but were united in love, two complemen-
tary aspects of man that together comprised the whole man and could
not be separated: “for although he is immortal and has power over all, he
suffers mortality as a subject of Fate™ (§ 15). In primeval time each man
Was hermaphrudiﬂc; only in historical rimes were the sexes separated and
wis man commanded by God to reproduce,

The text ends with an ethical explanation of cosmaology. It is man's 1ask
o recognize his nature as a spiritual-corporeal creature and to conduc
himself accordingly. If he recognizes that he owes his essence, his spiritual
nature, to his transcendent creator, he can shed his physical drives. He can
leave the corporeal behind, ascend through the celestial harmonies and
return the lower parts of his soul to the seven planctary spheres and enter
the eighth, where he will sing the praises of God and finally merge with
Gl himnsell Tt is “the blessed goal for those who have attained enlighten-
ment o become divine.” _

The vy ol knowledpe of sell, God, aned patuee on the basis of the
predar velationship ol spivitand hady is developed anthropologically in the
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necessarily to theology, for God gives form to nature, The knowing man
will cause his spirit to rule over his body and praise God, and ultimately
he will leave his corporeal existence behind and enter a purely spiritual
mode of existence. Cosmology, anthropology, and theology can scarcely
he distinguished from one another in this holistic model, with its key con-

cepts of God, man, and cosmos.

Asclepius: Universal Oneness and Human Dignity

The Asclepins was probably composed in the second or third century C.E,
The most complete version we have is a Latin translation of the Greek
original, which bore the title “Perfect Discourse™ (logos teleios), and which
is preserved only in fragments and also occurs in a partial Coptic transla-
tion. Again, there is a frame narrative in this case, a conversation between
Hermes, Asclepius, Ammon, and Tat regarding the statement, “all is part
of one, or one is all.” This fen kai pan (“one and all™) is the pantheistic
connecting thread of the text, for even “God [is] one and all.” Ethical
maxims are derived from the theological, cosmological, and anthropo-
logical significance of this pantheism.

That “all is one, and the One is all” means, first of all, that individual
entities have no essence or eternal being of their own. As part of the One,
they are ephemeral and must perish; they are immortal only as generic en-
tities, Man, however, is a special, individual entity: Hermes praises him as
a “great wonder, a living heing that deserves worship and praise” (§ 5). As
he is both spirit and body according 1o his nature, man has two destinies:
as a physical being he must cultivate the earth, and as a spiritual being he

must acquire knowledge of God and nature:

He coltivates the earth [and] mingles with the elements thanks o the
quickness of his thought, with his mental capacity he descends into the
depths of the sea. He is free to do anything: heaven does not seem inacces-
sibly high [ ... 1 {§ 6} [ ...]sothat this living being, so formed, can il
justice to his two origins: (o admire and adore the heavenly, and 1o tend o

and guide the earthly (5 8).

Spirit endows man with freedom and dignity, for it stems from the (Juinta
Essentia, the Ether. He is thus not sublunar, not subject to destiny and ne-
cessity, like all that is material and earthly. Glorifying the spirit, however,
does not mean holding the human body in contempt, for it is also man's
task to care for the created, physical world with this mortal part of him-
self and, as the “third God.” 1o regard and revere “lhe second God,” the

cosmas (5 100, Wlan's :'nrlmn';ﬂily‘ andd mortality is thus not 2 dleliciency
i, mmeast el justice 1o il
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respective tasks of each side of his essence: with his body he must care for
the world, the beauntiful order of the cosmos, and, with his sn-)ul )1'3_';5 - I:}d
extol God for the beneficent order of all Being. | e
This caring for the world is not only a pleasure but is also a burden
Man, whe is essentially spirit, wishes, in the end, to be freed from his rl'_‘l;}]‘;
poreality through death, to ascend into the spiritual realm, never to be-
come mortal again, Only the pious can expect to return to their divine
origin; all others, after death, are reborn in another body. Only man, of all
the cnlzatureﬁ, is so distinguished; he alone possesses, along with hi; body
and his soul, which is nourished by the pmeuma, the spirit that mu;l ain
control over the body. As compared with the gods and pure inte]ljgtngc::s
man possesses 2 body so as o cultivate the carth, and in relation to he:
ings that are merely mortal, he is distinguished by his spirit. This uni u;}
and powerful position displays itself, among other ways, in man’s abili q to
make living images of the gods: ’

statues ensouled and conscious, filled with spirit and doing great deeds;

statues that foreknow the futre aned predict
: redict it b ,
drcams. (§ 24) I wy lots, by prophecy, by

'Il'hus the h1_.tm:m bady is not an object of contempt. Rather, it is a compel-
ling, effective means of structuring and maintaining the world; indeed
even the sexual act is valorized as a reflection of the divine act of ::reariunj
Hu_t tl?f.' body never emancipates itself from the rule of the spirit ';E'hi;
!Jmnt is made clear, ex negafive, in an apocalyptic vision that depicts a .wc:rld
in which man’s spirit no longer leads him to pious practices. A time will
mme_when the gods abandon Egypt, this land of exemplaﬁr piety; onl
II',E wicked angels will remain, and chaos will reign over the earl:; Th‘!lr
Nile will abandon its bed, the course of the stars will become diqurd‘e cf
and aflwr catastrophes will occur. Men will no longer fulfill lhf.‘il‘ tasfui‘
v:-::rslupiug God, and foreigners will dwell in Egypt. But after LI'Iu: land i
[.lI'I.:I”!r' devastated by floads, fire, wars, and pestilence, God will restore il;:
former condition, and the “rulers of the world,” the gods, will a ‘_I?:in take
upr residence in the west of Egypr. The world and man, as this visign makes
clear, are constantly threatened. The meaningful and beautifully nrderf-;i
cosmes can disintegrate if man does not act F;inuslj.r and wisely, ir_fhe |:in;=:5
not extol God as the creator and protector of the cosmaos, Ma;u's care for
.l |I|v cosimes is imperative and results from his discerning, pious practices
Pl Asefefrius, like the Paimander, thus ends with a '|']'|1Wl‘:|'.= b I
.|_|1'11'. IIUIH. wie vecopniee o polariey in the world :)I'l{:‘:l'. an opposition of
ahvine sprivit o bk matiers Mans Doy, hoswvever, is nol stigmatized; he
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the sexual act. The world, with regard o its matcri?nl sir%e, isf -EGUL!. md
beantiful, and man must use his body to take care of it. Pn1nax_1_,r,1llu.?:1.u,lwerr;
lies with his spirit, which stems directly from God and guarantees man s
T : is dignity.

he;:?:ﬁ ;Lil‘::;:;:sa;i?it :111(1 body, is a unique enfity within lhelc.us.m‘n:.?l-.t I;r;
belongs to the highest realm, buat if he ﬁun‘cnders. l'ul.c.zverl 11:5:15:::“d,his.
will degenerate to the lowest. All depends on T.h.f.“ |.nd.1vn u? tln; LI‘E qn
decisions; he must make use of his Frectj.om 1o align himself with the
logical, the natural, and the philosophical order.

The Ogdoad Reveals the Ennead: Initiation into
the Hermetic Mysteries N
The library of Coptic texis discovered in 1945 at Nag. Il-Ian}:;:lh“:t
Upper Egypt contained some previously unknown HEIEIH(_%I('.EL o m_
fourth century, including The Ogdoad Reveals the Fanead In itare the p
.auisites for the success of mystical vision. .
rull-l{:"‘rl:::?t:sinmts his disc.ipl?e regarding the ﬁtf:p—b}r«step Spirltll'«.{l M{:T:E;
to true knowledge. Truth and the path to hellmldmg God cannot Is1|mp ¥ -
learned, however, for there are appropriate intellectual and mora Srcr?:]h
uisites, and adequate preparation is nec_ded. The first step hasﬂm 1 3 :{:Ls
distancing oneself from the world, with h'? edom l'm?n base ph}-lmcs.u f1{}@.{1.
One must engage in plous practices and live _a.-:r:.nlrdmg o I‘h;f WS t;m ﬁ_.a;.
thus fulfilling a necessary eondition for mystic 1.'1s|.un. Only (; 1:;11:3-3: ofe
God can hope to be clevated, in prayer to God, into the Og oad, v
leads to truth and wisdom. Hermes pronounces such a praver, ;111;;;1 ;_E_gl
God with a magical name: “Zoxathazo hhﬂﬂEEﬂﬂﬂHHH[.,.?ﬂﬂ o~
Zozazoth.” Hermes then prays for wisdom, and _fm' {__‘.ﬂ_-d o 11:=.c::.|§mze 1
pmeuma in him and his disciple and accept their spiritual sacr "Eei clos-
ing with words that expound inner, pneumatic man _Elsrl'.h!:: essir:iuaiv{;o;es.
and object of mystical rapture: “Save the one who is in us, af ¢ gl .
immnrial wisdom.™* The disciple and teacher [hv:Er_l cml:race:., 0 ml-.g h::
the desired ecstatic vision. Aware of himself as spirit, Hermes beholds tb,
power and source of all Being. But this vision, Hermes SLI'EEF-E:"E, cau::::l th:
adequately expressed in waords: “I have seen; SFI‘(:EFh.ICElII’IK;I I] ex;e:ft r ol
the Ogdoad, my son, and the souls zmd]s:n:ﬁguls in it sing a hymn ot prs
in silence. But 1, the spirit, L understand. _ o
" :]:rr::s‘ knm:.'leclgr? of God cannot be directly exprclssf.d in w::rcl,s,_ lenl :; i
can understand God and his perfect truth by behalding him but can
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express him in words. Thus the reader learns nothing about the content
of the vision. The ensuing mystical vision of the disciple is also described
only in terms of its effects on the disciple and the teacher, not in terms of
its content, “[flor it is right before God that we be silent about that which
is hidden.""" God is praised as Power and Good, as the ereator of logos and
love, but all these are qualitics of God that refer to the world and o God
in his capacity as creator. The essential being of God cannot be described
in words,

In the mystical vision Hermes and his disciple are pure spirit, part of the
divine spirit, and, in this respect, they are merged with God, The concept
of mystical vision, however, is not a matter of self-deification. The follower
can prepare himself for the vision only by leading a pious life; he cannot
force it, He is led by God himsell 1o the highest form of knowledge; it is
not in the disciple’s power to create this vision for himself, for it is not
at man’s discretion to see his creator dirvectly. Only God acts and granis
it to the worthy one, who must then be content with the knowledge that
he 1s only a creature (natura naturata) in God’s (God as nalura nalurans)
creation.

This passive model of knowledge of God does not mean withdrawal
from the world but is linked, instead, to a missionary call. At the end of
the frame narrative, alter his vision of God, the disciple promises to extol
him in an “imperishable book™ "My son, write this book for the temple
of Diospolis in characters of the scribes of the House of Life [i.e., in hi-
eroglyphs], calling it The Owdoad Reveals the Ennead.”"™ It is to be written in
hiemgl}"phs on a turquoise-colored stela, and winged sun disks with the-
riomorphic heads are to guard the stela; an oath is to conclude the book,
o protect it from improper use,

Therefore, as the frame narratives of Hermetic writings seldom weary of
emphasizing, pious and discreet adepis can share in this secret tradition.
Mission through concealment seems to be the paradoxical point. On the
one hand, true knowledge of God, man, and nature is to be carried into
the world, bur, in contradiction, this very knowledge is characterized as
decidedly exclusive, Divine knowledge, namely, knowledge of God, must
not be divalged to the profanity of the world.

Bore Kosmu: The Desting of the Soul

Up to now the disciple has been introduced to the basic doctrines of
Hermeticism and has learned his porpose as a man and how he behaolds
Gl indeed, he can experience himsell as part of the divine. Tr seems as
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though one could almost write a Hermetic dugr_nau'-:.s or sf,t ll:'uSt t:un.st:-.:i
4 solid Hermetic curriculum, but the Hur:‘mcuc writings mlfl‘ l:f l:.: r.ﬂ.qt
tent. A prime example of this inconsistency |5r17.'r:1gnutnt K?(l » the -:; i.n
handed down by Stobacus, titled Kore Kosmu. The cu.ntrlmdmt‘m}l .nanL .“d
the Corpus Hermeticum are uspt:ci.all.}- pronounced within this tractate a
in its relationship to other Hermetic texis. ‘ R
At the center of this doctrinal dialogue between lsis and _Hm 1S 18 & 1y
regarding the creation and development af the soul, l:.‘ipEC.l'A”‘l{r'f t:e- hu:;a;
soul, God, after creating nature, established an upper part u T - cin.mm._
for “pneumatic beings.” Out of the divine pn.c.:umu, and out of [:ITL an;::: m',
unnamed materials, and by means of mysterious spells, he pr repul.re an "
visible material which he called “inspiration.” From ﬁﬂfllt of this 111an:{rm
God formed souls in sixty gradations: they r‘.nulr{]f be higher :md: pLul‘ti'l. ué
lower and less pure, though all were immortal. These souls WEII’L al.&lv.lbnfu_
to a celestial sphere, Heaven, where they would be :a.llmwr:d to n.e-.mm,n [i
vided they did not rebel against God; in the c:.reju uf' dfxt__rl:nf!;hcm["‘.;l, :_.:;;
could be punished. Out of some of the rumm}nu_g spmtu?_ 5:—. oo
formed the anthropomophic and theriomorphic signs tl}[' the 20 :dl‘., a 1|‘1
[rom the rest, the higher and purer sonls created the amma_l?. .1 11Il. s ;T: D;_
after creating the animals, became arrogant, fnlr they- w:z&1¢l1?1::a;1:u::; o
self-knowledge. They no longer wished to remain u:thf_ ce LM,THHZ e
assigned to them, and so they rose up against Go&l‘- .h m;ulmsg and o
sook their place in Heaven. As pmus'hrfmnt for their hubris, Lo :
“the ohject Man” within which he imprisoned th:_:str souls. 1 .
(ic:cl;s creation of man was not merely o ]?111115!.1 Lh:_:se‘ fm\}s, m:e-.dc._
Lamenting the fact that he had not been praised for his u_leam:‘n;, fadq
cided to use Hermes as intermediary mtcc:r_n'enc an assembly o %_c énd;;
The gods thought that man should be la.s'lucmfad in order to pmmfhl cru._
creation, and each planetary deity would contribute something to ! 151 -
ation. Thus the planetary gods (% 28 f.) endowed man, m'en‘ be O.r.L 1
creation by God, with good and bad qualities, anil only thﬂl did I_l|'“?-.'ti-:
at God's command, create rnan—Irom the ?ii'l.!l‘ﬂ{i soul-froth nutr ol w u:c.d
the animals had previously been created. After God and Hermes approve

x rthemselves an. .
of this creation, God commanded the souls to embody themselves mm

Thus, on the one hand, anthropogenesis was punishiment i'm'r L]:llﬁ rebel-
lious souls, and, on the other hand, God would rl1::reh1:.' he Emm.n 3 .

God, however, limited the suffering of thi_:.ﬁnl.liti |mp1'|mne_d rmftl e
human bodies. Though love making and necessity ruled ﬂrc.'. dﬂﬂl“.}.{.}. the
man, the souls had the prospect of returning to Heaven if they were not
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dissatisfied with this arrangement, for they wanted to return 1o Heaven.
They used their bodies as a way to instigate a rebellion, which led to war,
murder, and repression. The personified four elements complained to
Gaod about these matters and begged him o end the problem by revealing
himself to man, making his will known, and civilizing the earth by means
of his emanation, God thus established civilization and let himself be seen
in the divine pair Isis and Osiris; but Isis, who recounts the myvih, must be
silent about everything else. The divine cultural achievements of Isis and
Osiris laid the basis for the peacelul and God-fearing cooperation of men
in a civilized society. Law, as well as divine and mortuary cult, originated
with this divine couple, who established oaths and adherence to contracts.
It was they who disclosed the divine nature and structure of the cosmos,
that is, they “introduced all arts, sciences, and cultural activities to men
and were their lawgivers” (§ 68). They had learned from Hermes that the
lower had been made by the ereator in relation 1o the higher, and they
established cults corresponding to the “mysteries in Heaven.” They or-
dained philosophy and magic for the souls, and medicine for the bodies,
Isis and Osiris addressed a hymn o God 1o celebrate this happy outcome
of the rebellion of the souls and their pacification through culture.

The text as a whole is enigmatic, as is 1ts title which has still not been ex-
plained satisfactorily. Also enigmatic is the myth of the origin and destiny
of the souls, Evidently two inadequately combined myths are velated here,
First, anthropogenesis is a punishment God imposes on the souls for violat-
ing his command. The actual goal of these souls is apparently to return to
Heaven, and not the welfare of the cosmos and the earth. Sill the earth, as
a whole, is not ontotheologically devalued: it is not a place from which the
divine is distant. It was such, of course, in prehistoric times, when the souls,
with the help of their human bodies, rebelled against God, But God pro-
vided for the earth, bestowing his emanation on it in the form of civilizing
gods, and he pacified the world and the incarnated souls, As the locus of
civilization, the earth became a place of divine rule and order. This myth of
the creation of man depicis the history of the souls, their disposition in the
world and their postmortal yearning for Heaven, The other creation story

disposition of man, as we know it from the other Hermetic writings.

A Doetrined Aecawnt: lamblichuss Neafdatondc

fnterfirelation of Hervmeticism

Along with the texis snviboted 1o Hermes Trismegistus, accounts of
Hevmenie doctrine aore ol preat importmee For the ose of Hernmetic ideas
by Lter writers, Fapecially noteworthy aomong these s the aweounit s
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he investigates questions of theurgy and TI'IHI'Il.iC, witl.1 1_uun-;:ﬂ:m.}:;-I an1;|)lesi
from Chaldean and especially ancient Egyptian rc_ltlgmn. For him, Egvp
tian theology was largely synonymous mti_l Hermeucism. ) o
[amblichus celebrates Hermes Trismegistus as 4 1hcrulo§|¢u% and phi us?:
pher whao, in his many writings, depicted the t:xistcnr.r as llnl\’f‘,'f’!.iall ln::uii,d
and thus propounded basic ontotheological dngmul. The pr?txﬁ:‘"“t _1-';‘1 !
sole God is the prime principle, the gmm.ld nfrh.ﬁlP?; and I.I];l Lil i I;I;
consequently he has no share in heing and ml.u!lllgnhlllt?r. I.IE is hen feeti g: r:
“ome and all," the creator and the one exalted over his (.Tt:El-tlﬂl'l.. et r__rlb
ing all existing things with being, but with no iumlw:'mm; u!F h::nﬁi'l;:z
this being. This prime principle caused the vr:.rnnuauml of t 11; 1r(5 nd
selfsufficient God, from whom further creation emerged, T u; I;u d
the cause of the being and the intelligible in the world. Then ollowe 1
“sods of ether, fire, and sky.” For Tamblichus, Hermes was the prlnr:qpa
witness of a hierarchical ontology: the higher parts of the cosmos im. :1&
bler, more divine, more essential, and the lower parts are u.nlg.- df.-:gf_ln.ewnlal.cr
gradations of the higher ones, noble and able to exist only in m}.ir_‘u_xrl :E:.
participate in the higher parts of the cosmos. .l-[cﬂ_:r!'ru:sur:nuc_eu;b ﬂ\rm_ ¢
world as a divine unity that unfolds into mulnplllcﬂy: Thus, t r:n,fl e,
the doctrine of the Egyptians concerning principles, pl:ﬁ{‘ti:cdlng dmlm
on high as far as to the last of things, begins Fnl-:m Om-iulfr”mp:-hi ﬂl'.l dr; e
scends to a multitude which is governed by th!s one, Ia.mhllc s fﬂ;s
not explain this relationship mythologically, asis COMmon |rn m:{f{y; lh:.-
Hermetic writings, but by recourse 1o doctrines of Pfamn?cl 1;_:;11: o REG.',.
The ontologically higher being, God or th:{ Dl.m' the mw"fgll . l.-;.':;; ! .
tends generally to manifest itself in that which is lu'l.-.'ler._ Fh?e : e o ﬁ
it with dignity and being. And, conversely, :::mz Imag. -.:imcun t !elsp .
in the material, the divine in the earthly. Bugmn_mg with materia _eb‘r:lltlflﬁ.{
the discerning spirit, by means of dialectics, arrives at the I!ntc:ll:g1r e ;;n:.'
the divine. The divine manifests itself in the mulv:enal and is symbo }Iz:f{ i
it, not as the divine itsell but as an indication of its l;ln'}nscendent‘ or 13-111{.
The distinction between material and earthly, s.|_:urnu,a1 a‘mrd divine, .1:15
important consequences for the behavior of the faithful. Pl?}ﬂ;hnia.!llf:. j:
they occur in theurgic practice, must not h:. cumprehens.lbla._ \ ey 31 : n
rected not at human conventions but at divine essence and !Iug nex npam
itself, which transcends hounded, human reason. Ancd ﬂ.“w divine m{u‘}es
cannot be translated, for translation has meaning Dlll‘_p’_lll rc_:q.:m l.n lan-
guage, which belongs to the human sphere, When using divine names,
human logos must he switched ol T entirely.
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In psychology as well, which lamblichus understands as part of theology
and sotericlogy, Hermes Trismegistus is the prototypical teacher of Egyptian
wisdom, In Hermes' doctrine, man possesses two souls. One has a share in
the intelligible, and the other stands in relationship to the stars, is subject
to their periodic movements, and, by means of these movements, influences
the body. This soul climbs from the stars into the bodies of men, Only a
death is it freed from the body, only then does it return to the stars, able to
behold the divine, But even when it is still in man, the soul that shares in the
intelligible can ascend to the gods and is not subject to destiny (8, 6); in this
soul, man can liberate himself through knowledge of God and the world.

This account is of special significance to the history of the use of Her
metic concepts. Many writers have referred to it, believing it is a valid
interpretation of ancient Egyptian Hermeticism. In his own account of
Hermeticism, lamblichus included many doctrines found in the writings
described above, for example, the pantheisiic docirine of universal one-
ness, as it is expressed in the Aselepins, and the emphatic distinetion of
topos horatos and topos noetos, which for lamblichus was correlated o the
distinction between dark matter and forming spivit. In The Ogdoad Reveals
the Enneceed, we find an explanation of the use of divine names, as well as the
idea that the upper or spiritual part of the soul is not subject to destiny and
the laws of necessity, a concept we have already encountered in the Asele
frius and the Poimander. Tamblichus relates all these concepts directly to
Platonic, and especially Neoplatonic, doctrines, for instance, the concept
of emanations and the definition of the highest entity as beyond being
and knowledge in the sense of the Platonic *Idea of the Good.” His ac-
count contributed substantially wo the Fact that Hermeticism came to be
closely combined with Platonic doctrine,

4. Hermes: Astrologer, Magus, and Alchemist

Hermes as Astrologer

An implicit astrology is embedded in many of the Hermetic doctrines:
an astrology of the planets, which impart their qualities to men; of Heaven
as the origin and goal of souls; and of the correspondence between what
15 above and what is below, Along with this implicit astrology, Hermes also
plays an explicit role as astrologen,

Clement of Alexandria mentions astrological books of Hermes, and
Syneellus relers wo the Genike of Herines, which contained astrological doe-
trines ™ A Brotologdor on the meaning of thunder and lightning was also
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supposedly written by Hermes Trismegistus, as well as _ll';t.‘ iafm;r:r:‘;:a;:;f:fi
of Hermes Trismegistus to the Egyptian Ammaon, a LEKE publis Jel ‘ml ) u“di".
lation in the sixteenth century. Hermes was r:mlss_dcr.ed 1o be t ;E | o e 3
father of iatromathematics, the branch of a:swulag}rnn.lendcc-‘l -:.:u: pr:;l,lb&
use in medicine. All these writings were based on the idea <_11 .-.*.} mpa .i::h e
tween man, as microcosm, and the entire cosmos, the |n;u;1nc.u__mf,|lnt;1~.;n o
its stars and planets, The doctrine of t‘tTc rlul:: ot .Ll_1e pla?ils c.rv..n me C;U‘SE
their body parts stresses this rulz%nllt:nushlq:nrj it specifies which star f s e
which ailments, and concludes by nanllmg the lrc;ﬁ.m}cnm 1!,1 1_:;1 :Jf o
curing or relieving these atlments. The natmmathcmau-.:ji}l nmas{;nﬂ ir@,jm
decans s cxpmmded in, for instance, thf:.Sm:mI Bau.k of _mms o ’i.m ﬁ"
Another astromedical treatise, the Book of FHermes Trismegisins to :.m {v}' -\;;“ ,
the Plants of the Seven Stars, assigns plants to the p%ant.l_s: th;ﬁl:ii:i:r:'mri
their themp::mic uses. Pharaoh Ncc_heps::: aud_, his us_n, . ef )h“,'“ % Imd.l
allegedly the first 1o have drawn their alstmlogmal clm:trm{: of'y xiuim ‘“ﬂs
phanmu:ulﬂg}- [rom this basic Hermetic work, and the same ¢

made regarding the author of the Cyranidi. Thus, in Ltm nfm;c nr:.l:.lc::c::is
Trismegistus, astrology was undersiood to be the key Sf.l.:f!l;:.ﬁ:- m;“m.hml h})
The Organon of Hermes Frismegistus, for example, f1111n1!~‘| es a meihod o
which “it can be predicted from numbers whefllf:!:la sick man wi
healthy or remain ill, whether he will live or die.™ —

Besi:des the many texts known only by name or through dnctm.nghc
counts, a few astrological Hermetica have been passed on fm u:,.. e
Book on the Thirty-six Decans is a compilation that h.as heenr left m. m.fu :
fifteenth-century Latin manuscript. A supposed original might qu_m ror :
the second or third century, but the text underwent .50 many 1L~.1f.ml1j1l.:
{hat an exact dating is difficult. Various chapters deal with the decans, {

i ars, or the fixed stars. ,
; Elg‘:: ::::bk was purportedly written in its entirety by H.ermf:s, an{’:l IL%E%I::
to have been influenced by Egyptian doctrines regar(lm_g the dec.ran?. e
rule of the astral spheres over earthly life is clearly arucxﬂulc‘d, 1151121' “;
chapter with the lengthy titde, “On the 36 I“J-::{;?n_ﬁ andl th&t']lw; :;. :fi”
of the Zodiac, Their Forms and Their Faces, 1|-’I--Im:.h [iaw: the ’ Iﬂm:1 -
Them, That Is, in Precisely These Signs of t.jne ?’.or.lllar.. Thf& cfmt :.g-.:.;:lcd
the thirty-six decans into which the twelve signs of t.hc mdice ;ri‘i ndee
follows a strict pattern: first, the form of Eﬂ:cll »:.iei:au. is {lﬂSti'rl | I:,"l : 1{ u.m
pame is given, and the zodiacal sign in which it lies is :s_pucnﬁm ; Ill:i ;; the
lness for which it is responsible is indicated, along with the geographic
region over which it rules.
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Fragment VI, handed down to us by Stobaeus, documents the close link
between theology and astrology in Hermeticism. It includes a discussion
of astrological themes in which Hermes advises Tat regarding “the zodiac,
which is also called the ‘circle of animals,” the sun and the moon, and the
orbit of each of them,” and the discussion continues with instruction on
the thirty-six decans. Between the orbit of the All, which is undersiood as
a sphere, and that of the zodiac are the decans. They balance the move-
ments of the rapid orbit of the All and the slow movermnents assigned to the
plamcts, thus maintaining the harmonic order of the cosmos as “waicher
and guardian” of the All. As intermediaries between the higher and lower
spheres of the cosmos, they exert a considerable influence over earthly life

and are to be understood as the actual canse of both the process of history
and the phenomena of nature:

Thus derives the influence of these [decans] in l_"l.'t‘.l'}"llﬁl'lg that ]mppcns,
[...] Overthrow of kings, revolts of cities, fanines, plagues, receding of the
sea, earthquakes; nothing of these, my son, ecenrs without their influence ™

These decans that guide earthly life, however, rule not only by means
of the planets they control but also by their effect on the demons who
“spread their seeds over the earth [ ... ], some for a cure, some for per-
ishing.” After further explanations of the varions classes of stars, and
the comets as well, the texts ends with a theological turn. Astrology does
not function for its own sake but rather to attain knowledge ol God and
self: “He who knows this precisely can know God.” Astrology is only a pre-
liminary step, an earthly rehearsal for the perfect sight of God, in which
man can share only after death and the separation of the soul from the
baody. Beholding God is the goal of astrology, less so is care for the earthly
baody. It is thus stressed that the decans have an effect on man and that

comets serve as omens. But Tat learns nothing from Hermes regarding the
use of omens or about the natal chart.

Hermes as Magus

Hermes was also revered as a magus, Among the best-known texts of
this genre is the Cyranidi (also Coeranidi), so named after its presumed an-
thor, Cyranus. Its four books were apparently compiled under this title
by a Byzantine editor, In the prologue it is stated that the god Hermes
Trismegistus received the book from the angels and passed it along only
o men worthy ol s scerets, Books 2—4 originally bore the title Hieraiic
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Book on the Symptoms of Thrice-great Hermes. They recommend secretions
obtained from various organic and inorganic materials—four-footed ani-
mals, birds, fish, plants, or stones—as wonderful sympathetic remedices,
The basis for the potential effectiveness of these medicines is the idea
of a chain of being permeating the hierarchically articulated cosmos. If
anything happens Lo one part of this chain, the effect is ransmitted to an
entirely different part.

Along with prescriptions and therapeutic instructions, these texls con-
tain the traditional themes of the Hermetic writings: the sonl’s imprison-
ment in the body, its rule over the body, its release from the body, and its
relurn to s creator

Hermes also plays an important role in the Greek magical papyri of
Graeco-Roman Egypt. These texts stem largely from the second to the
fourth century, though some go back to the first century ..., In them,
Hermes is one of the gods called upon for the purpose of carrying out
magical practices. The spells and accompanying ritual instructions are
intended 1o assist prophecy, make love charms, harm cnemies, protect
against injury, and help catch thieves.

A papyrus in London contains a magical ritual that is described in
extraordinary detail; its performance is supposed to bring about an or-
acle of Hermes. Laurel leaves, carth, wormwood seeds, wheat flour, ane

cynocephalic baboon grass are 1o be mixed with an ibis egg; out of this
mixture, one is o prepare a figure of Hermes wearing a mantel at the
time of a certain constellation of the moon. This figure is brought to
life by writing a prayer and the oracular question in hieratic on a piece
of paper or on the windpipe of a goose and inserting it into the figure.
The prayer and the question are also to he written on a sheet of paper to
which a strand of the practitioner’s hair is affixed; a purple thread and
an olive branch are to be wrapped around the paper, and it is to be set
down at the feet of the figure of Hermes. Incense is to be burned and the

following prayer spoken:

World vuler (kosmofralor) Hermes, wheo are in the heart, cycle of the moon,
round and square, who first taught speech 1o tONgues, admonisher 1o right-
ausness, whi wear the chlamysand the airy sanclals, you who turn your course
through the ether to the depths of the earth, guide uf the soul, eye of the
sun, greatest one, inventor of all expressive speech, who elates with light
those in the depths of the earth and the mortals whe have ended their lives.
Forcknower of fate ave you called ane “divine dream,” who send oracles day
and night, You cure all pains ol mortals lirongl your healing, Draw niglt 1o
grasalest son ol Wi, she who carries out planst A
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In the popular piety expressed in the magical papyri, Hermes is revered
zn.t as the prophet of a philosophy of universal oneness but as a -:usm.ic
fll?’. He Serves as a material, carthly, corporeal, intercessory saint, as an
oracle god in the service of life on earth, a zgod whose form c‘nn he :'e ;'
rlur:.ed and who can be compelled to respond through magical ; p D
which are aimed at the welfare of the body. A
lh'a:t such mundane magic has to do with Hermes Trismegistus, the
F.g_]r'pllﬂl:l Hermes, becomes clear in a Berlin magical pﬂp}'ru-sg[:m N Iu‘
reign of Augustus, It bears the heading, “Extract from the ma:rin]m tI]IL
from the sacred book found in Heliopolis, in the adyton [tem Uie ]H;EE ;
af the temple, called the [ Book] of Hevmes, written in the Egﬂ,-]'_';i';a]; I.a” q;:?:’
and Trﬂ nsliritf'd into Greek."™ It contains spells for love charms and h:"uli:cr
magic, which are accompanied by astrological allusions and solar Iw.rr:rms%

Hermes as Alchemist

_Hermes Trismegistus and the natural philosophical ideas aseribed
him also belong to the milicu in which alchemy arose in. I'u.el leli;ﬂ '“:‘
Alchemy, in all likelihood, first flourished in Hellenistic F, " i i1:1 th ql{t“?'
century. It c.omhincd a number of heterogeneous idf_"ﬂ!‘.‘p %E::E s Pu-iitcjl:l
l{an and Stm:f doctrines regarding the elements and matter and p"mtheif:
tic amj Gnostic ideas, with originally Babylonian astrology and mm(if'a fr :
EE}PUR'T mythology, particularly the myth of Osiris. The oldest col]ect;um
f}f clwmjca] formulas are preserved in a papyrus in Leiden and Stc:ckho{]j:%
I1t -‘:jﬂ_l’ltallls, among other things, instructions on how to replicate 511\-1:1"
.I}:, X (;l;]l.:;.; fulr:ir:‘ namt‘.!f‘m *.lEE:lgl'lﬂU! the materials required. It is from [h-.:
' v |t_1 century and was presumably found in a tomb at Thehes, A
basic alchemical text preserved only in fragments, the Physika kai My. II.'I:
of pseudo-Democritus, who professes to be a disciple of rJI:t.- P:.*Ni:;.n}:; ‘
Ostanes, oflers instructions on the imitation or prupﬂmrinﬁ cr.l" . :u'n‘." o
r.uutals from base ones, Gold or the Philosophers’ Stone is to be ]re- J;:l:;
Irom lead: success will be achieved through a process by which 13?10.]1119: |
turns successively black, white, yellow, and red. e
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The first author of alchemical texts whom we can identify is Zosm;us of
Panopolis. He portrays both the technical and spiritual sides of alc ey,
. Lo .
with special emphasis on the latter. And for this spiritual alchemy he cite

Hermes Trismegistus as witness:

. o I - o
In his fook on Drmateriality, Hermes rejects magic [m.oppasltmn Lo Zci
aster] and says: “Pnewmatic man, who has known himself, must neit 1&1r
’ . ) . “ . N - i " I
achieve anything whatsoever with the help of magic, even .JF it is rgencra ,.:
nseful, nor must he defy necessity, but allew it to act according to its natu

and its will. And he must not allow himself to be distracied :ﬂonp{ the way
and to understand the ineffable

vam his search for himsell, o know Giod, _
. that is, the body, 1o

Trinity; and he must leave the filth subjected to him,
Diesting, to do with it what it will.*

Inn Zosimus, the figure of Hermes Trismegistus appears clearlyasa t;:;_:;her iz
spiritual wisdom. Zosimus rejects magical practices in the name 0‘ c]rn; a
as un-Hermetic. Only knowledge of self and God can help man; -.-:-113,! is
soul is worthy of concern. He can confidently leml-c his body to Dn.zsun}.. )
In his book On the Treatment of Magnesia, ?‘Joan}ms offers a dldacucwcjn
alogue betweer himself and his “sister ‘[‘hecstbm Il{hlessc-.ii ot: Qud}. 1!‘.i
which he recommends two Hermetic writings as guides to individual per
fection: the Hermetic Poimander and the Mixing Bowl .ﬂf Hermes. Thfz lat-
ter is the fourth tractate of the Corpus Hermeticum, w‘mcfh meltztphonca:lly
describes the baptism of man in a mixing bowl, filled with spirit, Lha:j e{s
heen sent to man by God. Drinking from this bowl, man klrmws God. Only
the man who knows God as creator has the spirit and strives to return at

death to the ground of his being. Man must decide between the path of

spirit and the path of matter. . o
For Zosimus, these two Hermetic textis arce aids in

material and toward the spiritual:

turning away from the

I this way, taking control of yourself, you will surmmon the divine [to cumf:J
| come, that which is everywhere, and not confined in
the smallest place [ .. . ]. Perform these things until your soul is 1:|v::{'~e~:t=:~rii
When you realize that you have been perfected, and hi.i.‘-'E' found. the :?L'e;tur.n;l
[sinciures], spit on mater and, hastening I.E!Wartl Pmmenzmh es [sic] an
receiving baptism in the mixing-howl {(kporTnp), hasten up.”

o v, aned truly it wil

so describes material-practical alchemy: formulas and labora-

Zosimus al : .
for processing quicksilver;

lory cquipment, apparatuses and technigues
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he deals with technical questions of dyeing and gives concrete instructions
for laboratory practices. But the spiritual side of alchemy predominates,
and, in explaining this, he claims the anthority of Hermes Trismegisius.
Here, too, knowledge of self, God, and nature are carchwords of Her-
meticism, Hermes is less a metal-transforming technician than a spiritual
teacher.

5. What Was Ancient Hermeticism?

Hermes, the Egyftiaen Supersage

Hermes was not just a sage. Like Odysseus, Hercules, or even Zeus him-
sclf, he was of superhuman stature. In the magical papyri he is addressed as
ruler of the world and revered as omniscient. As “king of all knowledge aned
father and teacher of all,”™ he himself instructed Tsis and Osiris, the gods of
civilization, Yer he was mortal: it is stressed that when he died, he ascended
to the heavens and hecame the like-named planet Mereury, As the legend-
ary inventor of many of the technologies of civilization, his achievements
omn hehalf of men and their earthly existence were indispensable, To men,
to the sphere of the finite and earthly, he conveyed that which vanscends
earthly, bodily, corporeal-human life and at the same time is its basis. He
was a cognitive link between the transcendent God and his creation, He
helped men attain a knowledge that was of necessity hidden from them,
as children of nature, in their createdness. As a teacher, he was a prophet.
This wise Egyptian was considered to be the ereator of many theorems and
technologies, and not just any whatsoever, Astrology, magic, and alchemy
were included in the Hermetica, for they had a common theological-
philosophical basis: the unity of the spiritual-divine had left its imprint
on the multiplicity of earthly phenomena, with the result that all phenom-
ena in the divine and the earthly spheres were connected 10 one another.
Nothing that possessed dignity and being was separate and isolated, but
had its ground and cause in the higher, the spiritual, the divine realm. And,
conversely, the celestial was reflected in the earthly realm.

Such doctrine was not peculiar to the Hermeticists, These ideas occur
i ancient Egyvptian thought, and in Greek philosophy of nature, and we
lind them systematically elaborated in, for instance, the Stoic concept of
universal sympathy and in Neoplatonic cosmology. Itis characteristic, how-
ever, that this conglomeration of doctrines appears in the guise of an age-
ol wisclom ol Fgyprian orvigin, banded down as a reveladon by Hermes
Trismegistog oo select civcle ol spivitnally and morally superior adepts,

WROCH, e G
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The texts often stress that Hermes and his wisdlom were Eg}rp[fﬂt\.k:]"l?w
point becomes especially clear from the roles played: by 5}1F11 major Egyp-
tian deities as Isis and Horus in some of the [rIernlwuc 1-:-|'1lu1;.i§s. e frame

Egypt’s reputation as a repository of wisdom Is :111r::1Icm. n t ]Eu uiw_
narrative of Plato’s Timasus, we read that because of its great an q Vi
Egypt preserves historical knowledge that has elsewhere T}Ef‘l‘ll lus;llti;::
standing governance, Moreover, is the closest real approximation - .E
ideal state, for, here, life is regulated by law according Ilﬂ the mof} T. u-
the macrocosm. In other cultures knowledge h_.a,s been Pm-mdncall}r aby |re.11—
ated by natural catastrophes, while the Egyptians retain accessqt:‘.} ,m:f(.l;
Juvian knowledge. Tt is in this context that Hermc.ﬁ scems to have LL'L
predestined to assume the role of guardian of ancient lore, In the nlm
century Syncellus recorded a narrative that also assigned such a r_*nlc _m
Hermes. The narrative seems to have ancient roots, lwm?vur,. tjnr ‘;L is .11-
tributed to Manetho, whe lived in the third L'::%mlr}' 1i.CLE. ALLQ! llug :.

the story, the first Hermes wrote down the ancient kno.wlu”dge‘n::.({n;: >
glyphs before the Flood. After the Flood these texts were Irnsia :{ o
G;'ct:k. collected into books by the second Hermes, and deposited i the

les of Egypt. .

mrlrfr]assic.aﬂ?mquir}' the topos of a trip to Egypt was an espuc!au}r cf;nn;
mon one. In the ffth century BOG.E., Herodotus reported that ,‘:A.\:]ljon a_nlr:t
Pythagoras had been in Egypt. Returning to Greece, P}-%hugf.lu*as ;‘o:;ﬁll

back certain temple ritals, the doctrine of lhl_e- t‘mnsnugmtmn of s 1{.!.
and, with the myth of Typhon or Seth, the dualistic Il::m:r:l‘.pt of the 1..-.rnr] .
Isocrates also records that Pythagoras made a :‘-[‘u}' I.}'i .hgw[ zu_xd I?ml;;f' 1t
philosophy hack to Greece. In the first book of his sz!rnﬁmn_h:s&;ﬂwﬁ I{;
dorus records a whole series of Greek culiure hcru::e.s who Lrax-flerlzl P:..h 5:’1}:!

to “partake of the customs and sample the teaching there, ;-. :th. - ;};
introduced into Greece, Orpheus “brought away from tln.f.'rfr the grea .]
part of his wmvstical rites [ . . . and] his fables about the souls 1:1.Hades. l...]
Lycurgus a].qi:, as well as Solon and Plato are repo rmfl to hz;.re ITISE:].‘FE:;: m?;:;
of the Egyptian customs into their Cﬂd_t.‘ﬁ of lau:r, :.-.-h1lulet agorab,l ey n;
learned from the Egyptians the docinne (.'f dwir':ue_ wistlom, .Lht t {enrn.ln

of geometry, the theory of numhur.z, and in addition, the transmigration

soul into every living being.™ 1

GF;:L': the Eg}-‘pti:n!j wgre considered sclmnhnnrm:m‘ nf thil f{;reel;z

superior in wisdom, it scemed opportune to refer to 'th_-._m Ln._m..x e g:;r !

On the Mysteries, Tamblichus demands respect for Egyptian .u;n 1}1;}5,‘“_““

Pythagoras, Plato, Democritus, and Eudoxus were tanght by the Egyptians,

) e etk are rom Al Ioiswelanrrin o Farifeiy o 125, 1umen, ( haldietfeea lisfeavar,
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the value of Egyptian knowledge is obvious. Philosophy and theology had
their origin in Egypt, and the most perfect expression of divine wisdom is
to be found there, tor the origin of an idea guarantees its truth, and thus,
because of its primacy in antiquity and civilization, Egypt is the highest-
ranking source of information. lamblichus uses the model of interpretatio
graeca, which understood foreign cultures as alternative forms of expres-
sion, to uncover an Egvptan-Hermetic core in Greek culture, If Greek
philosophy is genetically linked to Egyptian theology and wisdom, it is
possible to understand the conceptual world of Egypt as the latent back-
ground of Greek culture,

Admiration of Egypt at times led to scorn for that which was Greek. In
the Lefter af Asclefius to King Ammon: Pillar of Memory (CH XVI), it is stated
that the Hermetic doctrines regarding God and the All can be expressed
clearly and plainly only in the Egyptian language. In contrast, Greek was
a "din” directed only at ellect, not at substantive argumentation. For this
reason, the teachings of Hermes ought never to be translated into Greek.
The characterization of Hermeticism as Egyptian doctrine and the dis-

survived 1o us only in Greek. Connected with this phenomenon is an at-
tempt to protect the Hermetica against criticism: since the Hermetica, on
the whole, are preserved only in Greek or Latin, in their foreign-language
version just their translation, and not their content, can be criticized. Only
in the Egyptian language can these doctrines be understood in pristine
form,

This pretext regarding sham translation occurs often in the Hermetic
writings. This is the case in the Berlin papyrus mentioned above, or when
[amblichus attempts to explain how it is that the Hermetic texts are so
rich in elements of Greek philosophemes: these texts were originally writ-
ten in Egvptian and subsequently rendered into Greek by translators who,
because they knew their philosophy, altered the terminology.

Egypt, this “image of heaven,” this “temple of the world,” as it is called
in the Aselegius, thus became the almost mythically overrated origin of
all divine wisdom and human pious practices. And with that, the writings

ascribed to the Egyptian sage Hermes Trismegistus were considered to be
age-old wisdom of divine origin,

Wihet Is the Essence of Hermeticism ¢

Olwiously the characterization of Hermeticism as Egyptian wisdom is
nol G e Grken serionsly. Scholars have long debated whether the essence
ol Hermeticism is vooted in Greek philosophy or Egyprian religion, or
whasther st is ted e ot on Gonostic doetrines, At st opinion Ly e

iy o the sacde ol e Fgvptiom e Teamman conmaeetion: Later, however, with
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the scholarship of A. J. Festugiére, the interpretation changed. Festugiére
concluded that the Hermetica articulated Greek and Hellenic ideas that
originated in a Platonic intellectual milieu and that the Egyptian elements
were merely decorative.

After the discovery of the Coptic manuscripts at Nag Hammadi in
Upper Egypt, stress shifted again 1o the genuinely Egyptian concepls in
the Hermetic tractates. Connections could be made to temple inscriptions
of rather late date, and even to stalements in the most ancient m}-tlmlugi—
cal and theological texts. Today many scholars assume that the Hermelic
writings should be atributed to hellenized Egyptian (temple-) priests who
disseminated their theology through these texts. B. H. Stricker has articu-
lated a position antithetical to that of Festugiére. According to Stricker,
the Hermetic texts are Egyptian in content, and Greek philosophy is evi-
dent only in their outward expression.

J-P. Mahé believes that the Hermetic texts consist of a string of dicta,
gathered together into literary form with the help of non-Egvptian com-
mentaries and settings.”

Did the writers of the Hermetica draw directly from ancient Egyptian
sources, or can we make only structural analogies along the lines of a his-
tory of ideas? To this day, the question remains undecided. All that 1s cer-
tain is that the Hermetic writings cannot be assigned to a single, definitive
tradition of thought, a single philosophical school, or a single religious
conceptual edifice.

The mention of Egyptian names and topoi is so striking that we can-
not dismiss them as mere “decor,” especially as parallels can be found in
ancient Egyptian texts. Hermes® ornamental epithet, “thrice great,” has
unambiguously Egyptian precursors. From the second millennium B.C.E.
on, Thoth was revered as the “twice great,” which was then escalated into
“thrice great,” that is, “greatest of all,” and finally became “Trismegistus”
in the Greek language.

But it is difficult to derive the philosophical and theological content of
the Hermetic texts directly from ancient Egyptian ideas. Some precursors
and parallels are impressive, however, and clearly indicate that the iniel-
lectual world of Egypt could have been influential, Although the Egyptian
doctrine of the decans was probably developed in competition with Baby-
lonian astrology, nevertheless it obviously corresponds with the Hermetic
writings. In Egypt the decans were symbols of regeneration. In the first
millennium n.cE. they were depicted as theriomorphic deities who pro-
tected the deceased. Just as the stars in the Hermetic (X1 were respon-

sible Tor destiny—at least Tor the destiny ol mortal mian—so, oo, were they
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con_nec_[ed to the concept of destiny in ancient Egypt. In the Prolemaic
piltrlud it was believed that they had influence over water and wind r::;mse 1
dlseasels, and could affect various parts of the human body. ~ ‘
It n}1ght be the case that an interesting link between Egyptian wis-
dom Iltleramre and the Hermeticism of late antiquity is l'nrniﬁhe-:; by the
Demaotic Book of Thoth, which, unfortunately, is preserved only in ?fr-x -
mentary form.* The text contains a dialogue between "Thc-‘onc-wl‘ui
Im‘e&knfz:wlcdge," also called “The-one-swhowishes-to-learn,” and a deity
dubbed %‘It—\.ﬁ'hn-praise&knuwli:dg::," probably a reference o Thoth Th::
conversation is mainly devored 1o a discussion of scribal virmes and n.\mifs
of the Egyptian netherworld. Occasionally, however, it touches on theme
smrr.h as the student-teacher relationship and the desire for spiritual r :
b11'ti?, reminding us of the content of the Hermetic writings. ” o
5till, the Hermetic texts must be understood above all against the in-
tellectual background of late classical Hellenism. The scarch for a single
source for the content of the Hermetic texts is therefore largely i;-ulitlct;q
(j]n the whole, the Hermetic writings can only be understood as s}flml'n;';
tisrm. They are the product of a process of intellectual fusion, as was typi-
cal of Graeco-Roman Egypt. Only derailed research can succeed in :;fw

laEing [mni.a]'.l. jel\ir i i a 1, O I
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The Polarity of Spirvit and Matter

The world of the Hermetic tractates is composed of two opposite ex-
tremes, the spiritual and the material. World and man are slljzin ed by
Ll'lle.se two !m]es, which stand in an unequivocal hierarchy: God al-:ul his
dlwdne spirit are good and noble, whereas matter and the physical drives
attributed to it are, if not unconditionally stigmatized as evil, at ]éast m:;l
good and '.m.ble' The more strongly a being is marked by its 5;:iritua] art
Lhe‘ closer it is to God, and, conversely, the more strongly it is l']EtE!'IT&E‘.IEdr
by its bu.d)f and drives, the more it is in danger of distancing itself from
God. This means that man can choose between two paths, that of the spirit
or of the body, a concept Hermeticism shares with man , doctrit [} I
classical and late classical periods. e ore

Thv.? body, like the world, is not evil per se. Only to the extent that the
|J{ld}’r]!ltf.'!'ff.‘1’f‘.$ with the spirit, or that physical drives impede the s‘ iri L(
t‘.nFPIII'«"(‘ Faculty, are they worthy of contempt. But if the bod scn'tl_i tl]'l b
spirit, i fulfills an boporint function, as we learn, for insm}:me Illf:l. 1h:
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Asclefrins. Man should tend to the carth, for the carth 52 fruatinu of God.
To this end must he devote his physical strength and skills; to keep ﬂfe
world inhabitable, he must cultivate it and provide for the :;:::r‘mn}xzad exis-
tence of his kind. Accordingly, sexuality has its place and its Janhcalmni
for man must multiply, must strive, as a generic '|:)l_:il'llg, to achieve a {E_:unn
ditioned) immortality. The sexual act is indeed va!urlzecll as an echo of the
divine act of creation, and the union of man and wife is understood as a
reflection of the hermaphroditism of God. . _
Hermeticism is, therefore, unequivocally the opposite of Gnosis, that is,
if we understand Gnosis, as is common in the scholarly lilenmmle, to be a
conception of the world as altogether evil, the ‘pmdu‘nt of an evil cnzimr
god, and, except for scattered sparks, with no direct tie to the good, abso-
ly transcendent God.
IIUitl{ij’rtllvs:r, in the Hermetic texts the world was not r.rcawtdl divectly by
God but by empowered mediators, who introduced lheldu-me amn% the
spiritual into matter, thus forming the world and tu:nmg L!‘lf'. E(Tbl‘ﬂ?ﬂ
into a thing of ordered beauty, not the svale of tears” of which Gnosis
speaks.
bp:ﬂr’e cannot deny, however, that Gnosis had a certain influence on Her-
meticism, for the Hermeticist, like the Gnostie, longed for release from
the realm of the material and the finite. He yearned for a regrESSUS ad
wierum, secking to return into God, or at least into the cclcsn:fl regions
from which his soul had come. The Hermetica display an ambivalent at-
Gtude toward the world: on the one hand, the cosmos 15 r::r:lcbmu.ed as a
creation of God, but, on the other hand, everything earthly is ]1e1d_111l-::cm-
tempt. The polarity of spirit and martter can be 1111crpr::f:afl as symbiotic, or
as latently conflictual. For this reason, many scholars divide the Hcrm{:t_lc
texls inu; two categories: one is monistic and optimistic, the other dualis

tic and pe&3i111istic..

Mystery—Cull Practice or Reading Matter?

The Hermetica describe initiations: Hermes c-:rndi.ufts Tat Lo graduated
knowledge of the divine; and the goal of the E-?ml'm:e_uc.lst was ofien “c“.ff.s
a striving for spiritual rebirth. These [-Icr!?wuc initiations stress the spiri
tual: of greatest importance was the expenence 1::rl’ Llug soul., y

Zosimus contrasted the material transformation of metals to the spirk
wial wansformation of the alchemist: only if the alchemist '=u.‘r.un||.:||..-'hl.:tl
a purification and ennobling within himsell could he '.vflm i'l.['.lf('lfﬂpll.‘ill lh-.*..
same in metals. The spiritual side of the alteration enjoved pt'lln;t{:}'::rcl
FLUR LG L

the physical. Tn the tractaie The Opeload Revvels the Eriead, i0is
. ires s b pathe Koowing

thiat the pesdited madel of Eanoswleddge vy
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to Tat could not be effected throngh words: rather, it had to be built on an
event of the soul that took place within Tat himsell, an event that Hermes,
as mystagogue, could only trigger. Similarly worship and prayer were not
to be viewed as external, ritual events but as an expression of inner ex-
perience. Initiation into the Hermetic mysteries was therefore not to be
viewed and experienced primarily as an external, ritual event. This idea
that cult practices and mysteries were meaningful if they were essentally
an inner process originated with Plato, who conmected his critique of the
mysteries with a transformation of their language.

The object of Plato’s critique was the rituals of the Eleusinian cult
mysteries, to the extent that they were carried out without inner emo-
tion and the participants believed that they could be forgiven for their
sins and be elevated into the company of the gods through sacrifice and
ritual alone, in the absence of remorse and repentance. The goals of the
mysteries, knowledge of the divine and freedom from the fear of death,
were better achieved through philesophy, Plato, who saw man primarily
as a soul with a L‘:udy for a tool, thus called for spiritual, not physical,
initiation and rebirth. The initiant came to knowledge of Truth not by
being shown mysiery plays and sacred objects, as at Eleusis, but through
the discerning activity of his soul: it was dialectics, not formal, ritual
practice, that led the way to the gods, In the Symposivm, Plato provides
a metaphorical description of Socrates’ initiation by the mystagogue Di-
otima: she leads Socrates along the path of a graduated knowledge of
the Good. The path begins with beholding individual beautiful bodies
and leads, by way of beholding beautiful bodies in general, to the sight
of Beauty itself. Only by beholding Ideas can man be divinely blessed
and have a sharve in immortality, Thus it is through knowledge that man
can he born anew and encounter death without fear. As explained again
in the Phaedo, with the help of the language of the mysteries, Socrates
attained this goal.

The theological-philosophical Hermetica also belong to this tradition
of epistemological transformation of the mysteries. They deal with epis-
temological processes that are supposed to make the Hermeticist into
a new man, and where there s talk of ritals, they are highlighted as
secondary, like the magical divine name in the Nag Hammadi text. In
the prayer that concludes the Asclgfius, Hermes polemicizes against the
use of incense as superfluous hocus-pocus. Hermetic ritual, as we know it
lromn the Greek magical papyri or from the iatromathematical concepts
of the astrological Htevature, does not conform to this pattern, for these
texts e concerned with the wellare ol the human body. In this regard,
wee see o londlmnental dilfevence of opinion between these two groups of
Ilevmmeine tesis
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Ascent to Heaven was the central redemptive vision of the Hermetcist.
In the fourth century Didymus of Alexandria wrote:

That Egyptian whom they call Trismegistus said: ':Fhe wise man reve r:;:z ir.:;
tiny. He does not stand under the sway of necessity, and he |5I not sl i|

the laws of the cosmos; rather, he is transported to Heaven. His thoughts are
on high, with the heavenly phenomena.™

Unlike Plato’s ideas regarding Heaven, which are to be understood mc‘la-
plm-ricallv;.r. the Hermetic writings are concerned, far_{he most part, with
the substantial entry of the higher part of the soul into the supn}!mmr
spheres. In the Kore Kosma, the wish G.f tr_m souls is to n;:}urnrc: th-ﬁllrlu::]l;
original place; they want to enter again into the celestial sp ure.s[.i 1 o
Poimander, the goal of knowledge is represented as an ascent to | ::':'l'lr{, .
The human soul is supposed to leave the body behind, 0 lose its a_welr
parts in the seven planctary spheres, and to enter the eighth, Th?..e 1.:.
sings the praises of God and finally merges ‘I."-'Iﬂ} him, Thc‘nohlm p.ul t :::-]
man has its origin here, in Heaven, and only tljus pnrt.of him can re uhn
to Heaven. This noble, divine soul is free, for it is not, like the body or the
lower parts of the soul, subject o d-:slilny and Ehc rule of Ithc pdlml'ncw. -
Festugiére had divided the Hermetic texts into WO groups: ¢ u{m nat
were vulgar or popular, among which he counted llhe ulclm!m_m . at:_t :O
logical, and magical texts, and the learned Hen_'meuca. -:-:u}:;mhng ohfim
tractates of the Corpus Hermeticum, which de;].i with Lheul::)gu:lul an:'llp i I;:
sophical questions. This distinction, in Iﬂ(ﬂlﬁﬂ{l form, is s.ulll 1|IZ c m“;
valid by contemporary researchers. Garth bnm‘leun howu:a-l,u t:esl '
maintain the pejorative label for the first group, which he ca s “techn
cal Hermetica.” Are there two categorically distinct t"-.?rms -?f Iltjer?t11r¢?,
and is their only connection their appeal to Hermes Tn:imeg!slus; 111&; 15,_
precisely what Festugiére presumed. In his view, the texts we.l.fr_“iutte? 01l
entirely different classes of readers, and these readers, aCLuh.:hng]},- pu
them to different uses, Carrent research, however, stresses the LOl'lnElf..llDﬂ
between the two groups. Fowden believes that L|‘.|‘E’}’ helolnged to a single
Hermetic curriculum, with the technical Hermetica serving s a prepara-
tory course for the theological and philosophical texts. | .
A categorical division of the two groups of Hermetic wrungs :yt.?e“rrlmf 111
fact, rather implausible. They are all based on the same Cf’“?“—"“!-.}';;‘ and
anthropological principles. In the {learned) texts ul"fhc C .nrplu.-. r:m-cf:-
cum, there are astrological passages, and in Stobaceus s collection, w ll{._lt
is otherwise dominated by philosophical and theological themes, there

wr ] atier Allwsed Bibw, Aettearnn srade (e nn awnid Vienn, SR, 1
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is a doctrine of the decans. In the Nag Hammadi library, along with ex-
cerpts [rom the indubitably theological-philosophical Ascleins, there are
Hermetica that make use of a magical divine name. To divide these texts
categorically is thus impaossible, but o0 order them inio the earlier and
later parts of a curriculum is, to the say the least, speculative,

Another imporiant question is hotly debated in the scholarly literature,
that of the sitz im leben of the Hermetic literature, Were there Hermetic
communities that practiced a Hermetic cult of their own and celebrated
cult mysteries, or did the Hermetica, with their mysteries, perhaps serve
merely as reading matter and not as the sacred texts of a cultic community?
Those who place emphasis on the Graeco-Hellenistic side of the Hermetic
texts see them primarily as reading matter, They were supposed 1o set in
motion an inner experience of the Hermeticist, a spivitaal process that,
in the sense of Platonic-Socratic didactics, led 1o knowledge. Others, how-
ever, especially those who have concerned themselves with the Nag Ham-
madi texts, assume that there were Hermetic cultic communities. They cite
references w communal prayer and other performative acts as indicating
that there must have been ritual practices, Itis also clear that the magical
papyri and the astrological texis were intended [or everyday use, and that
thev cannot be viewed only in terms of reading mater and inner fulfill-
ment. Scholars today are inclined to consider the Hermetic texts seriously
in their entire literary breadth and diversity and 1o consider the technical
Hermetica as more than just symptoms of decline, and therefore it seems
most reasonable to accord the Hermetic texts an importance in social life
that went beyond mere reading martter. What is plausible for some of the
texts need not be true of all of them. Nothing speaks in favor of a distinct
social group that had only Hermetic texts, that knew in particular all the
writings disseminated under the name of Hermes, The various texts might
have had different functions in different groups.

Inlearned Hermeticism, many allusions to rites such as ritual embraces,
immersion in a “baptismal jar,” communal prayers, and so forth, can, in
any case, alten be understood allegorically. Yet it is striking that references
to a cult are especially frequent in texts tinged with Gnosticism. Perbaps
there was a cult in one of the Gnostic groups thatalso read Hermetic texts,
whereas other groups, inspired by Platonism, used Hermetic texis as an
intelleciual exercise.

Obwiously a unigue system of Hermeticism is not to be ascertained, In-

stesuel, wee have a broad literary lield that displays commonalities on only
i lew poinis,

e point i that the wreitings maostly make themselves out to be se-
cret knodedpe commumicated oo disciple Ty his jeacher: they induoct
e Tesvrmer it kneswledlpe vepavding the roe essence of the cosimaes,

veannn, st b sl Coand, wwawn b, o b wravne sones Cosvnnnese ol tes asvne sonnest Toeen sy ey



36 @& Chapler |

cannot be dealt with in terms of separate theological, cosmological, or

anthropological aspects. o
Another point is that on the whole, Hermeticsm is not on
for it mostly considers the world 1o be 2 1hin_g ?f urde‘recll l?eaut}r, Ant .1_1:_11
a stronghold of evil. Even where we find duahau.c. pessimistic pi:‘.l‘S]]Ci_Lll‘.i:fts{
the dualism is complementary, not antagonistic. Spirit .anrll m:uten_[.-oc
and world, belong together; they are differcnt a:%pccl,s Tﬂ d 5111:511: wml::l.
The third pointis that man isan untotlmolognc;lﬂl}r u!nstlrlgunﬁllned I_‘IL_lﬂg.
As a union of body and soul, he possesses a special dignity. His xms.k is o
praise God and to keep the world going. His soul must thfareicljr::rh?v{-
primacy over his body; he must be a tool in order to fulfill hlx: divine
task. To the extent that man as body has a tendcn{‘;y "‘f“fm-d ::'t'ﬂl, he is
constantly endangered and must be cver aware of his divine origin and

a form of Gnosis,

his spiri'l.ua.li.l::.n

II The Middle Ages

Christian Theology and “Antediluvian™ Magic

Until quite recently scholars scarcely acknowledged that Hermetic writ-
ings were remarkably well known during the Middle Ages, Although it
had long been known that the Aselefins was translated and commented
on at that time, only gradually was it admitted that other Hermetic texts
were in circulation, The Book of the Twenty-four Philosopfiers and a number of
astrelogical tracts considered to be teachings of Hermes Trismegistus were
almost certainly written in the Middle Ages—at least they were handed
down during the Middle Ages and do not seem to have originated in classi-
cal or late classical antiquity. But because Christian writers of late antiquity
and the early Middle Ages referred to the Hermetica, certainly medieval
scholars were aware of them all along. In the high and late Middle Ages
many texts referring to the figure of the Egyptian sage Hermes Trismegis-
tus were translated from Arabic into Latn, These texis and their transmis-
sion are important, but often overlooked, sources for Hermeticism in the
carly modern period,

Even though it is acknowledged that various Hermetic texts, and even
some commentaries, existed in this period, Hermeticism has not been as
important for the intellectual history of the Middle Ages as it has been
with respect to late antiguity or the early modemn period. Scholars have
associated Hermeticism too closely with Hellenistic intellectual life, and
as part of the Graeco-Roman world, Egypt and Hermeticism were deeply
rooted in the culoural self-awareness of late classical antiquity, With the
ciud ol the ancient world, however, Hermeticism Ia!‘gﬁ]}' lost these roots,
I thes Gty centoey the Roman Fanpire, or at least the western part of i,
collipsed, Adter Clovis converied o Chivistianing, the geopolitical center of
praviiy shilied monthe ol the Alps, Do 520 the comperor Justinian closed 1he
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Academy ol Athens, symbolically putting an end to antigquity. With the (fl!d
of the ancient tradition, the survival of Hermeticism was endangered. Still
it did not disappear entirely from cultural consciousness, especially bule-
cause the Church Fathers held it in high esteem, and also because Arabic
scholars cultivated the image of Hermes Trismegistus.

1. Christian Hermeticism

In Dante’s Divine Comedy, Homer, Plato, and Cicero, along xﬂit!u u.nbap-
tized children and “virtuous pagans,” spend their next-worldly ht:e in lhf‘
first circle of Hell, which is at least still lit by divine grace. Bad times for
heathens! What role did Hermes Trismegistus, this Egyptian sage, magus,
and herald of a cosmic AllGod, play in the Christian conception ﬂi. %hc
world? How could Thrice-great Hermes hold his own in a spiritual milieu
stamped by biblical &crlpthrc and the authority of the Church Fath.ers?
There is no mention of Hermes in the Bible, although the huakslnf the
New Testament must have originated at the same time that Hermetic texts
were being written. For the Christian world, Hermes 'Il‘:'ismegist.us was ﬁljt
of all an Egyptian, and in late classical antiguity, for instance, in lhel. \Ivm-
ings of Tamblichus, Hermeticism was considered an F.gj.-pua:l religion.
Unlike Hermes, Egypt played an important role in the Old Testament,
We must recollect this Egypt of the Bible in order to understand the back-
ground out of which the medieval Christian image of Hermes emerged.
In the Old Testament the dominant image of Egypt is that of the hook
of Exodus. For Judaism, the motf of “deliverance from ]:‘.g}tpt’ is a fun-
damental profession of faith that repeatedly places Gud.las liberator and
redecmer of his people, and Egypt, as negative, contrasting backgrmmd,
in the center of religious certainty. The memory of this redcm.ptlcm and
liberation from oppression is firmly established in Jewish life in the fes-
iival of Passover. From this perspective, Egypt and Israel were incompat-
ible contrasts: monotheism versus polytheism, Egyptian idolatry versus
the Decalogue's prohibition of images, the truth and might of God versus
the hubris of Pharaoh. The other books of Moses recall Egypt mostly as
a trauma that was overcome, a reminder that God had freed his PE?PI?
from bondage. If the fleshpots of Egypt were misse:d during the Israclites
struggle for survival during the Exodus, this was a sign of the forgetfulness
of simple people who remembered the good but 1'epre55:=_.d the bad. A past
that had been overcome, the antithesis of all that was 1mportant to the
Jewish people and to monotheism: was this condemnation of ]':g':’l][, ;m.uri
Llhvt't'i'nl':' of Hermeticism, irrevoeable? Do we not find other w.'ulvn{':: in
e Ol Testument® T the story of Abraham, where we veswel thin I';uullm*
drew Tseaels progeniton and his Ganily 1o gy, this Landd is not just rich,
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an El Dorado whose inhabitants, unlike those of other lands, were not
exposed to the dangers of famine, but above all it is a place of salvation for
the “people of God.” The same is true in the story of Joseph, where Egypt,
with its wealth and security, is a refuge from famine and devastation for
the Jewish people.

For Christians, it was easier 1o form a positive image of Egypr, for the
New Testament mentions Egypt explicitly only once, and in an affirmative
way. Once again Egypt is a place of refuge, this time from Herod's perse-
cution of the Holy Family. Otherwise, there is only a single paraphrase of
Exodus in the Acts of the Apostles, although it is important for the his-
tory of later tradition: Moses, we are told, was instructed in all Egyptian
wisdom, This passage is significant, for it presumes a limited continuity
berween Egyptian and Jewish knowledge, and paves the way for the thesis
that Mosaic theology was derived from Egyptian theology.' As the Exodus
story makes clear, this connection between Jewish and Egyptian thought
cannot be considered as a simple, linear continuation of a common tracdi-
tion; rather, drawing on this motif were many conceptions of an esoteric,
that is, a hidden and superficially invisible philosofliia perennis underlving
Judaeo-Christian and Egyptian-Hermetic wisdom.

The interpretations of the Hermetic writings in early Christian apolo-
getics are of great importance for the history of Hermeticism. These writ-
ers, many of whom stood in the tradition of Platonic philosophy or were at
least familiar with its doctrines, appealed to the image of Egypt as a land of
mysteries and symbaols, as sketched by Flutarch in On Isis and Osiris, With
the help of the thesis that the culture of ancient Egypt is generally to be
understood only through the distinction between surface and depth, the
evident contradiction between Christianity and ancient Egyptian wisdom
was resolved. Only outwardly was the culture of the Nile polytheistic and
idolatrous; beneath the surface it was a proto-Christian monotheism or
deism. In this way Hermeticism, as Egvptian religion, could he included in
the prehistory of Christianity.

Clement of Alexandvia and Lactaniius

In his Stromeata {h-::iwccn 208 and 2127 Tiws Flavins Clemens of Alex-
andria set about demonstrating the relationship between Christianity and
classical philosophy, For a Christian, pagan philosophy was in no way a work
ol the Devil but instead fulfilled an Important mission in heilsgeschichte, in
that it prepared pagans for the coming of Christ, Although, for a Chris-
tian, the Mew Testunent 1s the true philosophy, classical philosophy has a

oAl the Apueatles 308 "5 Moses was instoetesd inall the wisdom of the Egyptians
an b s preser bl o Dis wosdls ol deeds”™ (Mew Bovised Stnclaned Versicen ).
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relative right to recognition as an early stage of it. Paul’s condemnation
of the “wisdom of this world” refers, according to Clement, only to the
Epicurean school. Hermeticism, with its symbolic doctrine, is an appropri-
ate Christian propaedeutic. By means of it, divine, Christian truth could
be brought home to simple people in a form suitable to them. Beneath
its exoteric surface was an esoteric monotheism. The superficial semantics
of Egyptian culture and its religions customs must be interpreted, indeed,
must be subjected to appropriate allegorical interpretation, in order to
discern that God, the Christian God, was also the God of the pagans:

To put it briefly, therefore, all barbarians and Hellenes who have theologized,
have covered the ultimate source of things with obscurity and have handed

down the truth using enigmas and symbaols, allegories and metaphors, and by
other means of this sore®

The Christian Clement adopted the thesis of Plutarch, the Middle Pla-
tonist, that ancient Egyptian culture in general, and Hermetie theology
in particular, could only be understood symbolically, According to this
opinion, one was not to understand any cultural manifestation, any text,
any divine image, according to appearances, but was to ingquire after the
meaning behind the appearances. The distinction between surface and
depth, between exoteric and esoteric, was viewed as the decisive herme-
neutic key to Hermeticism,

With his hermeneutic, Clement opened up Hermeticism for Christianity:
under the surface of Egyptian culture, a relationship to Christianity could
be discerned. He himself, however, did little to put this thesis into con-
crete terms for Hermeticism, Lactantius, who lived about a century later
and made intensive use of Hermetic writings, filled this framework with
content. He praised Hermes for the extraordinary knowledge that had
rightfully carned him the title “Thrice-great.” This sage, whose antiquity
and dignity outshone even the Greek philosophers, wrote many hooks
about knowledge of the divine, and in them he formulated significant
observations that anticipated Christianity:

Hermes [ ... | lands the sublimeness of the one God with endless hymns of
praise, calls [him] Lord and Father and says that he is without names, for
he needs no name ol his own, for he is sole, and that he has no parents, for
he exists of himsell and through himself. The beginning of his writing to his
son reads as follows: “To know God is difficuln, but to describe him in words

2, The vanslaion beve folloss thae ol Frawee Owverdseck, @ feanens Aleernadiines, Trfsfeichs
CBauseel, PECHRY, o, RS0 { Sbsnnmeeter, Dk, G |'|.||'| 1. ’
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is impossible, even for the one for whom it is possible wo know him; for the
perfect cannot be grasped by the imperfect, the invisible by the visible,™

For Lactantius, Hermeticism and Christianity do not contradict each other.
Rather, the central teachings of Hermes are in agreement with Christian
doctrine: the transcendence and unknowability of God and his unique-
ness as creator of all being are taught by both, Epistemologically, and with
regard to salvation history, Hermes can be compared to a pagan prophet
or to the Sibyls. Hermes had already inquired into the entirety of truth
and was exceedingly learned. In his writings he revered the sole God, in
reality the God of Christianity, without being able to know him as such
before the birth of Christ. Lactantius explains the Hermetic dictum that
the world is a second God as a prophetic statement regarding the work off
Christ in the world.

There are strict limits to Lactantius’s admiration of Hermes, however.
From the Christian point of view, this sage was obviously only a man who
was later deified. Although he understood much, he could not vet have
clearly discerned the entire truth. Instead, he had “investigated nearly all
the truth” and “said everything about God the Father, and much about
the Son.™ Like Clement, Lactantius understood Hermeticism, as well as
Platonism, which was related to it, as an overture o Christianity. That
Hermeticism included not only the transcendent creator god but also
other deities was explained by the model of a preparatory stage: Hermes
was on the right path out of unbelief and polytheism, but it was Christ
whao brought it to an end,

The ascertainment of commonalities between Hermeticism and Christi-
anity by some of the Church Fathers would prove important to the history
of the transmission of Hermetic ideas, and themes that would later charac-
terize the discussion were contentually anticipated in Lactantius’s writings:
the uniqueness and sublimeness o God, his lack of names, the createdness
of the world according to divine Providence, and the theological maxim
that God can be understood only in his effects, not in his essence, Hermeti-
cism agreed with Christianity even in its classification of man as created by
CGod in his own image,' in calling for picty, and in the concept that, among
all ereatures, the sight of God was reserved only for man.

Considering Hermeticism from this perspective, it was no longer nec-
essary o reproach paganism. With Lactantius and Clement, a Christian
conld admire Hermeticism as a prelude to Christianity.

At alter Amileeas Lo, Hermes Tidsmegistos als Zege dey Wakeliedt {Berlin and Vienna,
AU TY R TE Bt o B FUTERTTTRRS P B
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The Two Sides of Christian Hermeticism

Along with such words of appreciation, there was no lack .ui" crititlzal
voices, and that of Augustine carried special weight for the Christan Mid-
dle Ages. In his detailed discussion of Hermetic doctrine in th_c City of f:ad
he points to the incompatibility of Christianity and Hermeticism, treating
Hermetic doctrines in connection with Platonic demonology and pagan
idolatry. In the Asclepius, which Augustine cites in detail, Hcrma:s. taught
that man could ensorcel spirits into divine images that brought him harm
or Favor, From a Christian perspective, he stresses, this concept is not only
heathen but absurd. Augustine sees the Asclepius apocalypse as a direct
attack on Christianity. The time of the overthrow of divine images, which
Hermes depicts as a nightmare of unbelief, is the time of Christian salva-
tion, which ended heathendom and overthrew the gods of polytheism. In
depicting this time as dreadful and immoral, Hermes 111_i:;judged Chris-
tianity and revealed his own pagan nature. Since Augustne understulud
Hermeticisin as theurgic magic and pagan idolatry, he could not valorize
Hermes Trismegistus as a prophet of Christianity:

However, in this prediction, Hermes speaks sympathetically of themlz- I‘IJ'L‘I:IJ.U—
niacal tricks without making any overt mention of the name of Christanity.
Instead, he deplores the future as thougl he were witnessing the removal
and destruction of rites which puaranteed to Egypt its likeness to heaven,
and he speaks, as it were, like a prophet of woe."

Augustine concedes that Hermes appropriately understood and repre-
sented God as creator, but his idea that men should subordinate them-
selves to divine images that they themselves had prepared, unmasked and
discredited him: “He was as impudent in his grief as imprudent in his
prophecy.™ N

For Augustine, unlike Lactantius and Clement, Hunncu-:?mm and
Christianity were irreconcilable. With Christianity, truth had triumphed
over heresy, faith over unbelief. Hermes and all the pagans had had no
idea of the true nature of God or the salvation effected by Christianity.
Hermetic doctrines were thus not a beginning of Christianity but the
work ol an evil demon. N

Augustine nonetheless became a “defense witness” for Hermeticism,
thanks to an erroneous attribution of authorship. Lactantius handed down
portions of the Greek original of the Asclepius, which Quodvalidens, bishop

A, 51 Augostine, ity of Gl s, Gerald G Walsh, 5, L, e al, {Garden Ciny, NY,
(RIS TN 1437, .
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of Carthage and a correspondent of Augustine, translated into Latin in
437439 and included in his anti-Arian tract, Adversus quingue haereses
(Against five heresies). Here, the translator invoked Hermes Trismegis-
tus in order to cite a leading pagan champion of the Trinity against the
pagan opponents of Trinitarian dogma. Hermes thus returned to the side
of Christianity as a proto-Christian advocate of a basic dogma. And into
the twentieth century this very tract of Quodvultdens was taken to be one
of Augustine’s works. Thus Augustine could be called upon either to con-
demn Hermes as a pagan or to laud him as a harbinger of Christ.

At the beginning of the fifth century a Christian could view Hermes
Trismegistus and his writings from two perspectives: from the vantage
point of Christian apologetics, he could understand Hermes as a prophet
of Christ and his concept of God as an overture 1o Christianity; or, with
Augustine, he could view the demonology of Hermeticisin as superstition
and idolatry. Augustine enjoyed an overwhelming authority in the Middle
Ages, but prior to that time many voices had taken a different stand on the
question of Hermetic orthedoxy, Athenagoras (second century), one of
the first Christians to mention Hermes, cited his Greek epithet Trismegis-
tus and claimed Hermes as witness to a enhermeristic explanation of the
gods, according to which belief in them arose from the adoration of rulers
and sages of earlier dmes. Tertullian (born c. 160, died alter 220) called
him the “teacher of all natural philosophers”,” although he admitted that
Hermes” wisdom surpassed that of Plato, the Pythagoreans, and the Stoics,
Tertullian nevertheless reproached him for ignorance regarding the origin
of matter. A number of individual Hermetic dicta were handed down by
Christian writers, Eusebius called Hermes the earliest harbinger of Christ
and cited Philo of Byblos, who, with Athenagoras, was the first to mention
the epithet Trismegistus, In the pseudo-Justinian Admonitions io the Hellenes,
Hermes is counted among the prophets; according to this text, one should
“allow himself to be led by the Sibyls, by Ammon and Hermes, to knowl-
edge of the true God.” Hermes was characterized as a sage, and his concept
of God repeatedly attracted special attention:

But if any of the philosophers who are called the oldest among them (the
Hellenes) thinks that he has received the teaching of God, let him heed
Ammon and Hermes, [ ... | Hermes, who clearly and frankly says: To know
God is difficult, 1o describe him is impossible even for the one who has been
able o know him.*

T, ettt Adversns Videsdintanes, 15, 15 see Liw, Hermes Trismegistos, pp, 47=52,
He s sl dhves preeviess aguestation e Brea Cleonye [leimich, Der flevses-Aysiil wod des
Mo devtamend, ol Fnst vom Pibsehents (Laeipaigg, 1918, g 1T
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Despite all this agreement, it would probably be a mism‘ke 10 r;rer:llit (Jhr_is-t
tian apologetics and the Church Fathers with any special enthusiasm lm.
Hermes, With the exception of Lactantius, few citations and accounts 1I::f
Hermetic doctrine have come down to us. Itis clear that the Hermetic wril-
ings were positively valued in Christian apologetics: to r:lcfufld [.:ht‘i!:li‘:lnit}f
against the challenge of Greek-Hellenistic thought, the Church Fathers
established doctrines in which they incorporated the language and the
intellectual apparatus of Gracco-Roman culture. The Fathers n:spun‘decl
to the conjecture that the Christians were responsible for the fall of the
culture of the ancient world by pointing to a fundamental consensus of
pagan philosophy and Christian dogmatics. Faor them, l.ht (|.11TEI'L‘11E'{_:$ be-
tween the best pagan philosophers and Christian doctrine wcx_'c not 11_1'&4:—
oncilable. In their interpretation, Christianity was not something entirely
other and radically new but a religion that was in agreement with the most
rational of the pagan writings. Diverse means were employed to iuter.pret
paganism and Christianity, and to bridge the gap between t‘rm two -.Slfllf_*s.
In these attempts the Church Fathers remained true o their If_:('l}'lk'lli_'llf..l:l‘l
that paganism did not possess the same degree of truth as Lhnsttamly.
Many doctrines of the pagans, even the wisest among them, were hideden
htn-.:.mh superstitious dross. The pagan writings thcrt:ibt’(-.‘. haﬁl t-:ln I?-r: un-
derstood appropriately in order to see their agreement with (,Imstl:u.ut.y.
Only a process of allegory made it possible to fllslllfgf_llﬁh a monotheistic
divine core beneath the pagan shell of the many religions. o
From the standpoint of this consensus thinking and :,l".egﬂl'li:a]. inter-
pretation, Hermeticism could hold its ground in the Christian world, and
its burden of guilt as Egyptian doctrine could be (’:Tﬂd'&_‘(‘], .Gm: had c{nl}'
to interpret the pagan evidence in this manner to clarify its Lmnnccnun
with Christianity. The evidently age-old writings of the Egyptian Hermes
Trismegistus thus performed an important function, for they were under-
stood as a primeval, proto-Christian monotheism that lay at the core of
the most ancient pagan religions. Hermes was understond as a sage, often
even as a prophet of Christ, and Plato and his school were seen as a part
of Hermes' tradition,

2, Arab Hermeticism

In 1709, in a summary of the history of German literature, Jacob Friedrich
: Wy ) a = an ar x

Reimumann? included a treatment of “literary Hermeticism.” A new physics

had been invented in Germany, and this “Hermetic science” hiael its name
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and origin in Hermes Trismegistus. It had been handed down from the
Egyptians to the Greeks, and from these 1o the Arabs, and from the Arabs
to the Germans, It had been known in Germany since the fourtecenth cen-
tury, until it was later displaced by “scholastic and Aristotelian philoso-
phy,” and it had first been resuscitated by Paracelsus.

At the beginning of the eighteenth century a German scholar under
stood Arab literature as a constitutive part of a linear history of Hermeti-
cism that led from Egypt all the way to Germany, Arab literature had,
in fact, performed an important intermediary function, and Hermeti-
cism, which later blossomed brightly in Europe in the hands of the al-
chemists and Paracelsists, drew largely on these writings. In its simplicity,
Reimmann’s concept of a linear filiation of knowledge scarcely did justice
to the historical and conceptual contexts. It corresponded, however, o
the self-description of the Hermetic writings of the early modern period.

The Arab sages assumed a central place in the ancestral gallery of the Ars
Hevmelicea,

Herimes and the Rescued Primeval Wisdom

In the Arabic accounts it was Hermes who rescued the legendary pri-
meval wisdom. As had already been the case in (pseudo-)Manetho, the
concept of the Flood plaved an important role. In Albuzar’s {(Albumazar,
or Abu Ma'shar Ja'far ibn Muhammad al-Balkhi, 7T87-886) lost book Kitab
al-Uluf"" which was cited in many treatises, we learn of three legendary
sages named Hermes,

The first Hermes was the grandson of Adam and lived before the Flood,
The Hebrews had taken him o be Enoch, the seventh biblical forefather
and the founder of civilization, whereas the Arabs ook him w he Tdris,
a prophet said in the Qur'an to have been upright and steadfast. As the
first astrologer, he was instructed by Adam regarding the hours dividing
the day and night, He erected pyramids and cities in Upper Egyvpt, where
he lived, and warned against the destruction of the world by water and fire,
To save the flowering antediluvian science from perishing in the Flood,
he erected the temple of Akhmim and had all his scientific knowledge
carved on its walls. The second Hermes lived after the Flood in Babylon
(OId Cairo); he was understood to have been the one who taught philoso-
phy and mathematics to Pythagoras, and he had revived the knowledge.
The third Hermes continued this tradition, again in Egypt. He wrote a
book on alchemy and was the teacher of Asclepius,”

Lo Abawmlwased Ul wnicwnnnn, £l Noaferr el Ciefeiumaissensehafien for Ixbeom, Handbweh der Owi-
entalisuk, sopsplemeniany vodome 672 (D eiden 1972, T,
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In this story Hermes appears in all the roles we already know from
Graeco-Roman literature: as founder of civilization, and as scientist and
theologian of legendary repute. Hermes is important here as the savior
of the primeval, antediluvian knowledge that was handed down after the
Flood. He was the teacher of Pythagoras and Asclepius, and thus the fore-
father of philosophy and medicine.

The motif of the ideal, felicitous primeval age endorsed by these Her-
metic texts is classical, and we find it, for instance, in Plato’s concept of
Atlantis, or in Hesiod's idea of a Golden Age and an Isle of the Blessed.
In the Bible this motif is closely connected with the Flood, for, according
to the information in Genesis, in ancient times men were prosperous and
healthy and, above all, lived for a very long time. The genealogy from
Shem 1o Abraham reports that Shem reached the age of 602 years, and
Eber the age of 464, Before the Flood men lived even longer. The geneal-
ogy from Adam to Noah maintains that Adam died at the age of 930, and
Methuselah at the age of 969,

If we follow this concept of the Hermes legends, the Hermetic writings
harbored a lost primeval knowledge that had allowed antediluvian men to
reach a happy old age. In the most recent past and the immediate pres-
ent, this knowledge was largely inaccessible. Only by recovering the writ-
ings from the most distant past was it possible to regain the Guldenl Age
of primeval times. Such knowledge had to be either unearthed again or
revealed. _

In the Book of Crates the Sage, a frame narrative probably from the ninth
century recounts how the author came to possess his wisdom. Crates
was transported into the sky, where he “wandered with the sun :u_nd ll‘:ut:
moon.™ There he saw the “venerable old man” Hermes, clad in white, sit-
ting on a throne with a radiant tablet in his hand. On the tablet la}rg book
containing the “riches of the theories of his [Hermes'| mystery, which I_m
had hidden from the subservient [men].""* This story lends a special dig-
nity to the text that follows, for it purports to be part of this hidden, divine
knowledge of Hermes.

Itis often in frame narratives that we are informed of the legendary knowl-

- edge of Hermes. In the Mystery of Creation of Balinus {pﬁx:udc»ﬁpnllupius of
Tyana), we read that in Tyana there was a statue of Hermes, undelr which ﬂ;e
“Mystery of Creation and the Representation of Nature” was hidden. Dig-
ging at the feet of the state, Balinus found a vault that he conld not pen-
etrate, as strong winds constantly extinguished his lantern. Exhausted by his
vain attempts, Balinus fell asleep; then,ina dream about “his frerfecd fafiere”

12 Julins Ruska, Vourfne e Adedieaenten, vl 1 Q0 evdelberg, PERLY, pr I7.
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he learned how to protect his flame so that he would be able to enter the
vault. Once there, he beheld an old man on a golden throne who held in
his hands an emerald tablet entitled “Representation of Nature,” and at his
feet lay a book titled “Mystery of Creation,™*

In the Tieasure of Alexander the Great, the frame narrative lends a spe-
cial dignity to magical, alchemical, and medical texts, Caliph al-Mutatasim
found a chest that Antiochus I had hidden in a monastery wall at the be-
hest of Alexander the Great, In this chest he found a golden book in which
Aristotle informed Alexander that he had been found worthy to receive
the heavenly and antediluvian wisdom of King Hermes in this book." This
supposedly age-old Hermetic knowledge was unfolded in ten books of
alchemo-medical content, with technical instructions, fundamental prin-
ciples of natural philosophy, and also information about magic and the
effectiveness of talismans.

As the frame narratives stress, Hermetic knowledge was of divine origin.
It had been lost but now had emerged once again into history, and it could
lead mankind to a new happiness that was also the oldest,

Hevmetic Magic in the Picairix

Already in late antiquity Hermes Trismegistus had made a name for him-
sell as a magician, and, in the Arabic writings, magical texts olten claimed
to be Hermetica. In the frame narrative ol the Picatrix, we read that this
ancient Egyptian-Hermetic wisdom was so powerful a magical instrument
that it had to be encoded by writing it down in hieroglyphs." Hermes'
magical abilities are illustrated in a tale of the Copts, who were themselves
reputed to be experts in science, They knew five persons named Hermes,
who were responsible for many legendary cultural innovations:

[The Copts] affirm that the first Hermes built a house at Moon Mountain,
with images that made it possible to ascertain the level of the Nile, There he
also built a temple to the sun; and he could hide himself from men so they
could not see him, though he was among them. It was also he who built the
city in the east of Egypt whose length was 12 mil; there he builea fortification
with four gates on [all] four sides. On the eastern gate he placed the image
of an eagle, on the western gate that of a bull, on the Qiblator [southern
gate] that of a lion, and on the gate of the sea [northern gate] that of a

Lt Ursulia Weeisser, Bs “Buech wilber das Ceheimnis der Sehipfung” von Peewde-Afollanius ven
Freonver (Berlio anad New Yook, V980), pp. 74-75.
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dog. In them he caused preumata to dwell so that they would speak when
anyone approached, and he caused frightful sounds to be heard so [_hal: no
one dared approach it [the city] without the permission of the [ulﬁtzla.lf]. |In
charge. He also planted in it [the city] a large tree that bore all sorts of tlrmt.
and on the very summit of the castle, a thirty<cubithigh lighthouse with a
dome that every day assumed a [different] color.”

Most remarkable about this city was its inaccessibility to the unauthorized.
It was protected not only by live divine images but by amulets, Thlls idea
of the magical-supernatural capabilities of Hermes predominates in th.c
Arabic texts. Seldom do they mention Hermes the theologian and phi-
losopher. Rather, they speak of Hermes the conjurer and mugicim?, Just
like the image of Hermes in the Papyri Grascae Magicar or the Asclepins.

Hermes, Alchemy, and the Tabula Smaragdina

Along with this image of magician and conjurer was also that of Hermes
as the father of alchemy. The Fihrist of Thn al-Nadim, which dates to c. 987,
enumerates thirteen hooks by Hermes on the subject of alchemy, about
which we know scarcely anything beyond their titles: (1) The Book of Hermes
on the Ariz (2) The Book of Flowing Gold; {3) The Book to Tat an the Avt; {4) The
Boalk of the Work of Recording; {(5) The Book of the Secrets; (6} The Bond: af-}'fm‘:'m.ﬂ;;
(7) The Book al-Malatis; (8) The Book aldstemadias; {9y The Book n!«?n!mfm_irs;
(10 The Book of Armanis, Disciple of Hermes; (1 1} The Book of Niladas, Disciple
of Hermes, on His Teaching; (12) The Book of al-Adhigi; and (13) The Book of
Demanas, by Hermes."

Hermes, the “Master of Wonders,”” was considered the protector and
conveyer of the secrets of alchemy. The text Light on the Method of Hevines of
Hermesse, which is probably from the thirteenth century, recounts auuﬂ_wr
legend regarding a discovery: “Hermes” is actually a Syrian word meaning
“the knowing one.” Also, Idris was not his real name, for he bore it only
becanse of his learning. Hermes' real name was Enoch, and he was an
“inhabitant of the upper land of China.”™ In a cave he discovered a l::'ﬂbleL
containing “treasures of science,” on which many alchemical technigues

were inscribed,

17. Cited afier Hellmur Ritier and Martin Plessner, “Pieafic: Dus Ziel des H'i-usr:r_ Wil
Psendo-Magriti, ranslated into German from the Arabic, Swmidies of the Warburg lns?mu.le
97 {1962}, pp. $22-328, The Latin text of the passage is published by D. Pingree, Pieatrix:
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The Arabic writings present Hermes as a magician and conjurer, and
seldom as a god. An example of the latter is The Great Circular Letter of
the Spiteres of Hermes of Dendara, which had supposedly been hidden in
a vault beneath the statue of Artemis in the temple of Dendara in the

reign of a King Luqman. At the beginning of the text Hermes presents
himself thus:

Tam the Master of Wonders, who built the seven spheres on top of one an-
ather, who seized the heaming sun and the shining moon and planted the
tred of ight-filled wisdom. He who eats of its fruit will not go hungry but can
dawithout food and drink, he will be spiritnal and divine; his knowledge will
never be exhaosted, and his good deeds will never cease,™

This arctalogy endows Hermes with the traits of a creator god, comparable
to the “cosmocrator” of the Papyri Graeeae Magicae. But such depictions
remain, as stated, the exceptions, for we encounter the image of Hermes
less in connection with philosophical and theological docirines than with
reference to his astrological and magical capabilities,

Few of these texts were of lasting effect and enduring significance for
western Hermeticism. Aside from the Corpues Hermelicum, one ol the most
important Hermetic writings for modern Hermeticism is clearly the Tabula
Smaragidina. Even today adherents of the esoteric hold it in esteem as a doc-
ument of Hermetic wisdom. The earliest edition is attested in the eighth
century, in the Arabic Mystery of Creation by Balinus (pseudo-Apollonius of
Tyana}. This text attempts a comprehensive explanatdon of the world, Fal-
lowing a chronolegy of the history of creation, the origin and material
essence of the world are described according to the Aristotelian doctrine
of the elements, The principle of the unity and coherence of the cosmos
is primeval matter, which is the substrate of all natural bodies, Using the
analogy between Heaven and earth, as we know it already from the Her-
metica of late antiquity, what exists above always remains the canse of what
is below in this ontological ordering. The course of the plancts determines
the three nawural kingdoms of animals, plants, and stones. A description of
the Yabula Smavagding ends the Mystery of Creation. Hugo von Santalla trans-
lated it into Latin in the twelfih cenmury™ The text reads as [ollows:

L. I speak not fictitions things, but what is true and most certain,
2. What is below is like that which is above, and what is above is like
that which is below, to accomplish the miracles of one thing.
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3. And as all things were produced by the mediation of one Being, so
all things were produced from this one thing by adaptation.

4. Tts father is the Sun, its mother the Moon; the wind carries it in its
belly, its nurse is the carth,

5. Ttis the cause of all perfection throughout the whole world.

6. Iis power is perfect if it be changed into earth.

7. Separate the earth from the fire, the subtle from the gross, acting
prudently and with judgment.

8. Ascendwith the greatest sagacity from the earth to heaven, and then
again descend to the earth, and unite together the powers of things
superior and things inferior. Thus you will obtain the glory of the
whole world, and all ebscurity will fly far away from you.

9. This thing is the fortitude of all fortitude, because it overcomes all
subtle things and penetrates every solid thing.

10. Thus were all things created,

11. Thence proceed wonderful adaptations which are produced in
this way.

12. Therefore am I called Hermes Trismegistus, possessing the three
parts of the philosophy of the whole world.

18, That which I had to say concerning the operation of the Sun is
completed.”

With its maxim “as above, so below,” this text succinctly articulates the
concept of correspondence, which is so important in esoteric thought.
The Tabula Smaragdina exercised a broad influence: not only did it find
numerous commentators who subscribed to alchemy, even Isaac Newton
wrote a commentary on the text.

The Tabula Smaragdina and the Corpus Hermeticum are of considerable
significance in the history of Hermeticism, but their audiences were quite
different. Whereas the texts of the Corpus Hermeticum enjoyed great respect
among the philosophers and theologians of the early modern period, it
was followers of alchemy and Paracelsic natural philosophy who especially
embraced the Tabula Smaragdina.

Although the texts of the “technical Hermeticism” and those of the

“learned Hermeticism™ in late antiquity cannot be considered as entirely
different discourses, a distinction between the two seems to gain plausibil-
ity in the history of their later tradition. The writings of Hermes Trismegis-
tus were disseminated along two paths, which only seldom crossed prior to
the seventeenth century and, alterward, long ran separately.
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Arab and Western Hermetica

Ini the high Middle Ages the Latin west saw itself intellectually challenged
by the Islamic world. In the twelfth century many texts were translated
from Arabic into Latin, thus bringing a large part of Greek philosophy
back inte the center of the cultural memory of the west. In the transla-
tors’ school of Toledo, the two Arab philosophers Averroes and Avicenna
were translated into Latin, and this greatly influenced the development of
scholastic thought.

In the early modern period western Hermeticism and alchemy were con-
siderably shaped by the concepts and doctrines of Arabic texts. Along with
the Tabula Smaragding, many of these texis were translated into Latin. Thus,
for example, the Tieaswre of Alexander the Greatwas one of the Hermetic texis
of Arabic origin that was demonstrably translated into Latin, Titled Liber de
Conipasitione Alehemiae (Book on the system of alchemy), it was in print in
the West in 1559 at the latest, and the Paracelsist Michael Maier drew on it
as a source for his description of the figure of Hermes,

The connection between Arabic and Latin Hermetica is especially clear
in the story of the three sages named Hermes. Recorded for the first time
by Albumazar in the ninth century, it appeared again three hundred years
later in three Latin works:™ the Praefatio Castrensis (Preface by [Robert of]
Chester) to the Liber de Compositione Alchemine of Morienus, the wanslator’s
foreword in the Septem Tractatus Hermetis (Seven tractates of Hermes), and
the foreword to the Liber Hermetis Mercurii Triplicis de VI rerum prineipiis
(Book of triple Hermes-Mercury on the 6 principles of things).

The commentary of the fourteenth-century philosopher Hortulanus
was of extraordinary importance for the Tabula Smaragdinain alchemy. He
interpreted the entire text as an allegorical statement regarding the prep-
aration and essence of the Philosophers’ Stone, a text that was handed
down in a number of variations. In the early modern period this commen-
tary was included in most editions of the Tabula Smaragdina.

3. Hermes Latinus

The Doeminican Berthold von Moosburg was the successor of Meister
Eckhart as Lector at the Ordensstudium in Cologne. In his commentary
to Proclus’s work on Platonic theology, he adduced many authorities to
support his theses, as was common in the late Middle Ages. The Church
Fathers were mentioned first, and then the pre-Christian philosophers who
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had taught a rudimentary Christianity avant la leftre. The most important
were Plato and Aristotle, followed immediately by Hermes Trismegistus.
Though this analysis was not typical for the period, it shows that Herrr‘ms
enjoved some repute among the writers of the time. We find many cita-
tions from Hermetic texts in Berthold, which he uses to support his philos-
ophemes and theologumena regarding God's omnipotence, the divinity
of the world as a creation of God, and the doctrine of man as microcosm.®
They stem from three Hermetic texts, but the Aselepius is the one most
frequently cited. He also refers to two other texts that have not survived
from late classical antiquity: the Liber de VI rerum principiis and the Liber de
XXTV Philosofhorum.

About forty such texts of medieval Hermeticism are currently known.
Many are translations from Arabic, such as the Liber de VI vevien frincifiis,
in whose foreword we find the above-mentioned story of the three sages
named Hermes. Others, however, seem to have originated in the Latin
Middle Ages, Only a few were eventually printed, most having come down
through the ages in manuscript form. Some of the latter, such as the Book
of the Twentyfour Philosophers, were intensively copied.

The Book of the Twenty-four Philosophers

The Book of the Twenty-four Philosophers was probably written in the sec-
ond half of the twelfth century; most of the manuscripts stem from the
thirteenth century. That there was an original form of the book in the
third century in Alexandria and that it contained traces of Aristotle’s lost
book, On Philasaphy, has been suspected from time to time, but these mat-
ters cannot be proven, Many important philosophers cited dicta from this
book, such as Meister Eckhart, Bonaventura, Thomas Aquinas, Nicholas
of Cusae, Giordano Brune, and Leibniz,

The brief text consists of a short prologue and twenty-four definitions
concerning the essence of God; in some manuscripts each definition is
followed by a brief commentary,

The prologue reads:

Twenty-four philosophers were gathercd. Only one problem remained open
o them: What is God?

After a discussion, they decided to allow themselves time to think and to
make an appoinunent to come together again. Each was then to present his
thesis regarding God in the form of a definition. From the various defini-
tions they wanted o ascertain something certain about Goed and come to

9n Antonells Sannine, “Berlell of Mooshung's et Sorees,” foarnad of the
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a determination by general agreement: {1) God is the monad that begat a
monad and turned it back on itsell as a single blast of hear; (2) God is the
infinite sphere whose midpoint is everywhere and whose circumference is
nowhere; (3) God is that which is whole in all its parts; (4) God is the spirit
that begat a word and, in the process, remained entirely by itself; (5) God
is that greater than which cannot be imagined; {6} God is that in comparison
to which each being is only one quality and each quality is nothing; (7) God
is the ground without ground, the process without change, the end without
end; (8) God is the love that conceals itself all the more, the more we hold
on to it {9) God is that to which alone all is present that belongs to any time;
(10} God 85 that whose ability is not reckoned, whose being s not enclosed,
whose goodness is unbounded; (11} God is that which is beyond being,
alone with itself in superabundance, selfsufficient; (12) God is that whose
divinely effective might and wisdom equals his will; {153) God is the eternity
thast is active in itself, without division and without quality; (14) God is the
oppesite of nothing by means of his being; (15} God is that whose path o
the form of truth and whose path to unity is goodness; (16} God is the only
being that, because of its priovity, words do not express and that, because
of its dissimilarity, even spiritual beings do not know; {(17) God is the only
selfknowledge that suffers no predicate; (18) God is the sphere that has
as many circumferences as points; {193 God is the eternally moving, which
remaing unmoved; (20} God is the only being that lives on its intellect;
(21) God is the darkness in the soul that remains after all Lighy (22) God
is that from which all that is exists, without his being divided, and through
which it exists, without his being changed, and in which it exists, without
his being mingled with it (23) God is that which the spirit alone knows
in ignorance; (24) God is the light that illuminates without refracting; it
comes over, but in things, it is only in the form of G *0

The twenty-four definitions of the essence of God clearly display Neopla-
tonic traits. They mostly have 1o do with God's sublime starus vis-i-vis the
created world, Though the world exists through and in God, this implies,
as is made especially clear in the commentaries, no confession of panthe-
ism. Becausze of God's sublimeness and our finitude, man can ascertain
God only ex nggative. Though the commentaries also attempt to mitigate
this impression, we cannot fail to recognize a tension between the tradi-
tional theistic theology that dates back to Augustine, on the one hand,
and, on the other, a theology with pantheistic traits that harkens back to
Hermes Trismegistus. The Book of the Tawenty-fowr Philosophers belongs to a
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mystical-Neoplatonic trend in the high and late Middle Ages, one that as-
serted itself alongside doctrines oriented toward Augustine and Aristotle.
It was always within this context of Platonism and rudimentary deism, of
mystical doctrines of knowledge and pantheistic considerations, that the
Hermetic texts were handed down.

The Asclepius in Medieval Theology

Berthold von Mooshburg was not the only writer for whom the Asclepius
was the most important evidence for Hermeticism.” Augustine’s verdict
weighed heavily in the early and high Middle Ages, and into the thirteenth
century he remained the paramount scholastic authority, determining its
method and content. Had only the authentic writings of Augustine becn
delivered to posterity, the name of Hermes Trismegistus would surely have
long remained on the periphery of cultural memory and intellectual de-
bate. But judgment was relativized by the affirmative appraisal in the text
of Quodvultdeus that was passed down under the name of Augustine,
and thus Augustine could also be cited as favoring the use of Hermetic
texts such as the Aselepius. One could appeal to Augustine either to cite
the Asclepius, which in the Middle Ages was taken as a philosophical work
of Apuleius, as a prophecy of Christianity or to brand it as magical idola-
try. Various examples can be cited for both the affirmative and critical
evaluation:

Peter Abelard (1079-1142) based his thesis of the natural revelation of
the Trinity on an appeal to the Asclepius. Even the pagans had an under-
standing of Christian doctrines. The Greek philosophers, in particular,
had known a synonym for the Holy Spirit in the concept of the “world
soul.” Abelard’s doctrine of the Trinity and its Christological implications
were condemned, however, at the Council of Sens in 1140, Similarly the
bishop of Hereford, Robert von Melun {c. 1100-1167), demonstrated by
means of citations from the Asclepius that the pagans had knowledge of the
Trinity. Thus Hermeticism could be interpreted as related to Christianity,
and Hermes could be considered a prophet in the sense of the Church Fa-
thers. The alleged Trinitarian doctrine of Hermes Trismegistus, this rep-
resentative of the most ancient Egyptian piety, showed how the essential
features of Christianity were accessible to the pagans.

Criticism of the Asclepius was mostly based on Augustine’s City of God.
In his youth the bishop of Paris, Guillaume d'Auvergne (1180-1249), had
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esteemed the Asclepius as a path to knowledge. But Augustine’s writings
finally taught him a better way to gain knowledge, and, as a result, he rec-
ognized the doctrines of the Asclgpius as heathen idolatry.,

Whereas Thomas Aquinas barely knew Hermetic texts and was famil-
iar with the Asclepius only from Augustine's writings, Albertus Magnus
(c. 1200-1280) drew on them directly and held Hermes in high regard,
Albertus referred to Hermes Trismegistus, and to the Asclepius in par-
ticular, for its doctrine of destiny and for the concept of man as a link
between God and the world. He was especially fascinated by the defini-
tion of man as a spiritual being capable of rising to a knowledge of the
divine, and at the same time as a corporal being with a responsibility to
care for the things of this world:

The consideration of divine things is not explained by our reason, in so far
as it is human, but in that it is something divine in us. As Hermes Trismegis-
s aptly says in the book he wrote about the God of gods for his friend
Asclepius, man is the link berween God and the world ™

The Dominican Albertus surely was inclined toward Hermeticism because
of his knowledge of Neoplatonic philosophy. Here, as already in late antig-
uity, as well as in the Arabic texts and in the Book of the Twenty-fouwr Philoso-
fhers, Hermeticism and the use to which it was put were closely connected
to Platonic and Neoplatonic doctrines,

Nicholas of Cusa and Hermeticism as Accusation
of Panlheism

As early as his first sermon in 1428, Nicholas of Cusa cited the Aselepins,
This transcender of medieval philosophy and predecessor of modern
thought referred to Hermes to demonstrate that the philosophers of classi-
cal antiquity had knowledge of God as lagos or verdnem. Nicholas believed that
Hermes had grasped nearly all the truth, an opinion that was not original
but was taken over from the Church Fathers, especially Lactantius, whom
Nicholas cites as having handed down the Asclgpins, In his principal philo-
sophical work, D docta ignovanfia {On learned ignorance, 1440}, however,
Nicholas cited directly from the Latin Aselepéies. This mention of Hermes
Trismegistus and his doctrine was not just a philological marginalium but was
something of an explosive subject, as demonstrated by Nicholas's contro-
versy with Johannes Wenck, professor of theology at Heidelberg,

In his D ignota litteratura (On unknown learning, 1442-43), Wenck at-
tacked Cusa's De docta ignorantia, to which Cusa reacted with an apologia
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in 1449, The former argued as an Aristotelian, defending Aristotle’s fer-
tiwm non datur (law of the excluded middle) against Cusa's idea of eoinei-
dentic appositorum {coincidence of opposites), that is, the abolishing of all
opposites in the oneness of God, He reproached Cusa’s doctrine of coinci-
dence for abolishing the distinction between God and the world, thereby
preaching pantheism. Following Cusa’s concept of God, God would be
indistinguishable from the things of the world:

First thesis: All things coincide with God. This s evident because He is the
Absolute Maximum, which cannot be cumpﬂl‘atively greater and lesser.
Therefore, nothing is opposed o Him, Consequently, God—on account of
an absence of division—is the totality of things, as Hermes Trismegisins says,
Hence, too, no mame can prupt:rl:p befit Flim, because ol the absence ol a
distinct bestowal.

Cusa thus repeats Eckhart's ontotheological doctrine ssse est Deus (being is
Guod) and thus entangles himself in anti-Trinitarian consequences: as the
infinite, in whom all opposites and all finite things dissolve, God cannot
be conceived of in a Trinitarian manner, for, as the infinite and nameless,
he admits of no mnternal differentation.

In his apologia Cusa responded to this reproach by referring to the
distinction between idea and image, and to that between rafio {(which
operates with the Aristotelian fertium non datur and refers to the finite)
and intellectus (which is able to conceive of the eincidentia oppposilorum and
touch on the infinite, and thus is superior to_ratie), God cannot be known
by means of rafio, but only his creation; and irfellectus alone can reach up
to the infinity of God and understand him as the infinite in which all op-
posites coincide. With his accusation Wenck showed that he considered
God as an object. Never had he written, Cusa stressed, that God and the
world coincide. God is the Being of all, withour being any thing; rather,
he is the forma formarwm (form of forms). All Being is folded into God,
but the Being of the world is unfolded, and thus the decisive distinction
between complicatio in God and explicatio in the world.

Cusa had to defend himself against the accusation of pantheism,
which was dangerous in Church politics. We note such constraints
especially in his interpretation of the writings of Eckhart. With the help
of the esoteric hermeneutics that he prescribed for Eckhart and on
behalf of which he cited Hermeticism, he could express appreciation

249, Jasprer Hepkins, Nicfiedas of Croer’s Ehfiesfe awitfe fofion Wenek: A Tranadeifon aned e Affeaisal
af D gz et el Apologinn doetawe agoosamiine (Anoeagaedis, TS, ppe, 2520,
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for Meister Eckhart without openly attacking the condemnation of his
theses by John XXILin the year 1329,

Besides the many references in his work 1o the Aselepius, Cusa also cited
the fourteenth definition from the Book of the Twenty-four Philosophers, “God
is the opposite of nothing by means of his being.” He aligned himself with
a tradition of thought which he believed he discerned in the writings of
Hermes Trismegistus: negative theology and the concept that all Being (or
all predicates of Being) is contained by implication in God, a concept that
also includes the idea of the namelessness of God.

4. Traditions of Medieval Hermeticism

We can comprehend Hermeticism in the western Middle Ages only by un-
derstanding the Christian character of this period. Many of the Church Fa-
thers had considerable respect for Hermetic doctrines, and in their effores
to communicate Christianity to the Graeco-Roman world, they expressed
admiration for Hermeticism, They considered it, on the one hand, to be
the origin of pagan Greek philosophy; on the other, the widespread no-
tion that all Egyptian and Hermetic material had to be interpreted sym-
bolically gave them many opportunities to draw comparisons between
Christianity and Hermeticism. In the most ancient of times, though in
rudimentary form, Hermes had taught many of the central dogmas of
Christianity, Various writers assumed that beneath the surface of poly-
theistic cults lay the essence of a monotheistic, proto-Christian theology.
Augustine’s harsh criticism of the Asclepins as magical, idolatrous heresy
was not a death sentence for medieval Hermeticism, for, as already noted,
Quodvultdeus's positive evaluation of the text was erroneously handed
down under the name of Angustine.

Hermes remained important in the Arab world, especially in the magi-
cal literature. He was considered to be the sage who, prior to the Flood,
had protected the age-old knowledge of the divine from loss, and who,
after the Flood, had brought that knowledge back o life. Only by discover-
ing the antediluvian literature containing this wisdom could humankind
revive, in the name of Hermes, the felicitous era before the Flood. In the
history of Hermetic tradition, the Tabula Smaragdinag was the most impor-
tant text for alchemists and Paracelsists,

Some of these Arabic texts were translated into Latin beginning in the
twellth century, and they contributed substantially to an inereased interest
in Hevmeticism in the west, Besides the Aselepius, which had been the only
Hermatic test passed down from Tate antiguity, and the translations from
Arvabic, Hermetica were also composed durving the high and late Middle
Agres, sonne al them provoking widespread intevest, Appeals 1o Hermetie
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texts can be found in the writings of the principal representatives of
German mysticism, such as Eckhart, Johannes Tauler, Heinrich Seuse,
and Dietrich von Freiberg. Tauler believed that the great, noble pagans
had known the Trinity, if only in nuce, and he cited definitions 21 and 24
from the Book of the Twentyfour Philosophers. The first two dicta from this
text were cited by Alain de Lille {(Alanus ab Insulis or Alain von Rijsel},
who also knew the Asclefrius.,

Motwithstanding this apparent interest in Hermeticism, we cannot
speak of a broad stream of Hermetic literature. Even the influence of the
Hermetic texts still remains unclear. Since Hermetic concepts were ad-
opted in connection with Middle and especially Neoplatonic texts, it is
extremely difficult, perhaps even meaningless, to attempt to determine
whether Hermetic writings had a decisive influence on German mysticism
or on Cusa's doctrine of the coincidentia oppositoriem.

III Renaissance

Primeval Wisdom for a New World

1. Tradition or Rediscovery?

A widely believed legend is that Hermeticism, having vanished in the Dark
Ages along with the ancient world, remained hidden under the mantle of
Christian dogmatism until it was rediscovered in the Renaissance. In 1439
the cover was lifted when Cosimo de Medici relocated the great Council
from Ferrara to Florence, The Greek scholars in attendance, including
Bessarion and Plethon, so impressed the Florentine intellectuals, espe-
cially Cosima, with their knowledge of Greek antiquity, that they decided
to create a home in Florence for the ancient spirit, particularly Platonism.
Some years later the head of the Medici family chose Marsilio Ficino to
render Plato’s writings from Greek into Latin. Then, in 1460 or there-
abouts, one of Cosimo's agents sent the texts of the Corpus Hermeticum
to Florence. So while Ficino was still in the process of ranslating Plato,
Cosimo unexpectedly asked him to render the texts of Hermes Trismegis-
tus, Ficino completed the first translation in 1463, a year before Cosimo's
death, and with that began the renaissance of Hermeticism, which shaped
the intellectual history of the early modern period into the seventeenth
EEI'.I'LI.I]'}?.

As we saw in the preceding chapter, contrary to what has long been al-
firmed, Hermeticism endured in the Middle Ages. The West did not have
to be awakened from a dogmatic slumber in this regard. Moreover, the his-
tory of the rediscovery suggests that there was, at first, only the Hermeti-
cisi ol the Tadinn hiounanists, which spread from Florence throughout all
ol Forope, This s misleading, however, for Talian Renaissance Platonism
and novthern Eoropean alehemo-Paseelsism drew on dillerence sourees,
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Accordingly, they developed rather different conceptual and cultural pro-
files and divergent images of Hermes Trismegistus. With a few striking
exceptions, it was only in the seventeenth century that these two images
were united in the critical treatment of the Hermetic writings.

The Italian Renaissance philosophers Marsilio Ficino and Giovanni
Pico della Mirandola belonged to a tradition that was influenced by the
Church Fathers and their interpretation of Hermeticism, and they con-
cerned themselves with the Corfraes Hevmeticum and the Asclepivs, The situ-
ation was otherwise with the alchemo-Paracelsists, who, from the sixteenth
century on, were grouped in northern Europe under the name of Hermes.
Few of them were familiar with the Corpus Hermeticum. For the most part,
they referenced the Tafula Smaragdina and other Hermetica with alchemi-
cal content, of which the learned men of the Renaissance were largely
ignorant. In the seventeenth century Michael Maier and Athanasius
Kircher used both Hermetic traditions, but they, along with a few others,
wore CKCEP&UHE.

Ficino: Hermes as Founder of Philosaphy

The re-emergence of Hermeticism, in so far as it concerned Iralian
Renaissance Hermeticism, is largely correct. The Corpus Hermeticum was
made available to the early modern period via the humanism of the Re-
naissance. After the texts of the Corpus Hermeficum arvived in Florence in
1460, and were translated into Latin by Ficino in 1463 and then printed in
1471 under the title Pimander, there began a fruithul tadition of Hermes
Trismegistus and his theological-philosophical writings,

Ficino's literary productivity was made possible by the patronage of the
Medici. The son of a prosperous physician, he studied philosophy and
medicine and soon thereafter received the support of Cosimo de Medici
who, in 1462, presented him with a house in Carregi, near Flovence. In the
years that followed, Ficine was an active translator; along with the Corpus
Hermeticwm and the writings of Plato, he rendered the texts of many other
Greek writers into Latin: Plotinus, lamblichus, Porphyry, Proclus, pseudo-
Dionysus the Areopagite, and other texts, especially those in the Platonic
tradition. His life was devoted to communicating and commenting on Pla-
tonic philesophy. Under Ficina’s patronage, humanists gathered in his
house to discuss Plato’s work, forming a circle that came to be called the
Platonic Academy. Such important scholars as Angelo Poliziano, Giovanni
Pico della Mirandola, and Lorenzo and Gialiano de Medic joined him in
devoting themselves to the interpretion and Tostering of Platonic works,
For them, this Bascination with elssical ioud Bue elissical philosophy in no
wiry comtradicted Chvistian G, Tndeed, Ficino was ondained as a0 pricst
in DIST, veceived eoclesiastical prebends, sond Trome FIST wis a0 canon in
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The ffteenth-century mosaic from the floor of the cathedral of Siena, attribured to
Giovanni di Stefane, depicis Hermes in connection with the nine Sibyls, and thus s a
prophetic harbinger of Christ, @ 1990, photo Opera della Metropolitana di Siena, autho-
rization no. 963,/06.

the cathedral of Florence. He remained a highly regarded scholar until
his death in 1499,

Ficino's foreword to his ranslation of the Corpus Hermeticum was highly
influential in the history of the interpretation of the Hermetic texts. Re-
ferring to Neoplatonic and Christian writers of late classical antiquity,
Ficino sketched a genealogy with farreaching consequences for the history
of iclens:

A e time of Moses” Divdh, theee lived Adas, the astrologer, who was the
Tvothier o the pliysicist Prometvens and, on the mothess side, the grand-

Gatler o e elider Mercury, whose grandson was Mevowry Trismegisius,
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Augustine wrote this concerning him, while Cicero and Lacrantius were of
the opinion that this Mercury was the fifth, and that it was the Gifth Mercury
who was called Theut by the Egyptians and Trismegistus by the Greeks. He
supposedly killed Argus, ruled over the Egyptians, and gave them laws and
letters. But he made the form of the characters in the shapes of plants and
living beings. This Mercury enjoved such admiration from his fellow men
that he was elevated into the ranks of the gods. And a great number of
temples were erected in his honor. Out of respect, his real name was not to
be pronounced in daily life or without reason. Amaong the Egyptians, the
first month of the year was named after him, [and] a city was founded by
him that is now called Hermopolis in Greek, that is, City of Mercury. But he
is called Trismegistus, that is, thrice great, because he was the greatest phi-
losopher, the greatest priest, and the greatest king. For there is among the
Egyptians, as Plato writes, the custom of choosing the priests from among
the philosophers, and the king from the community of priests, That one thus
outshene all the philosophers in astuteness and erudition, and he was thus
made a priest. But as a priest, he was superior to all the priesthood in the
holiness of his life and in adoration of the gods, with the result that finally,
he received the royal dignity, and as king, he placed the fame of the earlier
kings in the shadows through his lawful rule and military deeds, so that he
was rightly called thrice great. As the first philosopher, he turned from natu-
ral and mathematical things to contemplation of the divine, He was the first
to discuss, with great wisdom, the majesty of God, the ordering of the spir-
its, and the changes of the soul. He was called the first author of theology.
He was followed by Orpheus, who gained second rank among the ancient
theologians. Aglaophemus was initiated into the Orphic mysteries, Pythago-
ras followed him in theology, and the latter was Followed by Philolaus, who
was the teacher of our divine Plato. There thus arose a single, internally
consistent, primal theology (prisca theologia), from six theologians in won-
derful order, which had its beginning in Mercury and its fulfillment in Plato.
Mercury wrote a great number of books about knowledge of the divine, in
which (by immortal God!) secret mysteries and astonishing oracles were re-
vealed. He often spoke not just as a philosopher, but as a prophet. He fore-
saw the fall of the ancient religions, the coming of Christ, the Judgment to
come, the Resurrection, the glory of the blessed, and the punishment of the
sinners. Augustine thus wonders whether he brought forth much from his
knowledge of the stars or through the revelation of demons, But Lactantius
does not hesitate to count him among the Sibyls and prophets.’

Ficino draws his image of Hermes from the accounts of classical and Le
classical antiquity, He first cites Angustine, beginning his foreword with
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Augustine’s historical classification of Hermes. Thus Moses and, with him,
biblical revelation, is older than Hermes Trismegistus and the philosophi-
cal-theological tradition. If Atlas flourished when Moses was born, he
must have been at least one and a half generations older than Moses. But
since Atlas was supposed to be the grandfather of the elder Hermes on his
mother’s side, the elder Hermes was at least slightly vounger than Maoses,
and his grandson, Hermes Trismegistus, was obviously much younger than
Moses. Ficino leaves this chronological order without commentary, con-
trasting it only with the representation of Lactantius and Cicero, whom
he cites in what follows, From them he borrows the image of Hermes as a
legendary founder of culture, who ruled Egypt and taught the Egyptians
how to write and how a god was 1o be worshiped.

He bore his “epitheton ornans” becanse he had distinguished himself
as a king, a priest, and a philosopher. As the first philosopher, he turned
from earthly to heavenly and divine themes, Ficino thus dealt with three
themes: the transcendence of God, the hierarchy of the cosmos (the de-
mons), and the wansformations of the soul.

If Ficino revered Hermes as the father of all theology, he obviously did
not refer o Augustine, Hermes' critic, but to Lactantius. Hermes was the
founder of a theo-philosophical tradition to which the greatest of the Greek
philosophers adhered: Drpheus, Pythagoras, and Plato were in agreement
with Hermes Trismegistus on the essentials, And, to Ficino, this agreement
seemed more important than the question of the exact order of the an-
cient theologians. Though Hermes was the first, this did not lead the Re-
naissance philosopher to set him above Plato, who was chronclogically the
latest. If Plato completed this tradition, he was not thereby just a pale reflec-
tion of a ruth that shone more brightly in more remote antiquity but rather
the most incisive articulation of that truth,

In his discussion, Ficino appeals to the classical and late classical Lopos
of Egypt as the origin of wisdom and to Hermes Trismegistus as the incar-
nation of this wisdom. He proves himself to be a good humanist by taking
up these motifs from ancient thought and using the texts he translated 1o
win respect for them in the fifteenth century.

His interpretation of the Asclepius apocalypse is entirely dilTerent [rom
that of Augustine. Hermes had shown himself to be a prophet of Christian-
ity; he foresaw the fall of the ancient religions, the rise of a new religion, the
coming of Christ, and, indeed, the Last Judgment, with the sinners pun-
ished and the righteous rewarded, thus pointing unequivocally to Christian-
ity. The huamanist thus voted in favor of Lactantius and against Augustine,

Ficino thought he had established so many correspondences between
thie Mosaie texis and Hevmeticism that the question could arise of whether
Hlermes wodd Moses maighi ot e identical,
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Though Ficino changed the order and the names of the representa-
tives of the secta plhilosophorum in his commentary to the Phifebus in 1468,
with the result that Hermes was obliged to cede his priority to Zoroaster,
the concept of a wadition of divine knowledge that manifested itself even
among pagans remained important to him. The Holy Spirit, always re-
maining the basis of revelation, revealed itself, over time, in various forms,
and to the most varied representatives of the ancient theologians, To un-
derstand the Haoly Spirit, common elements had to be sought in the di-
verse testimonies, Plate and Hermes spoke essentially about the very teach-
ings that Moses received from God and which are expressed in the New
Testament. The cosmology of the Pimander and that of Genesis, although
differing in their outer form, agreed in their actual messages. According
to Ficino's interpretation, Hermetic-Platonic paganism and Christianity
were in agreement on the basics of divine revelation. Hermes, Plato, and
Pythagoras had each received a divine revelation of his own, Hermes was
among those who preceded and paved the way, but he was not the only
authentic source of divine knowledge, When Ficino writes that Plato was
initiated into the sacred mysteries by Hermes Trismegistus, this does not
mean that Hermes communicated his knowledge directly and concretely
to Plato. Rather, Hermes served Plato as a psychopomp, or guide, for only
God could reveal the truth o Plato.

Ficino's image of Hermes was not really new, Nevertheless, out of the
many sources at his disposal, he constructed an image of the sage Hermes
Trismegistus that best suited the conceptual world of humanism and of
the ltalian Renaissance. This image of Hermes marked the Hermeticism
of the early modern period, when Ficine's vanslation was warmly wel-
comed, and the Corpus Hermeticum received many further translations in
various editions.*

Based on Ficine's Latin translation, Tommaso Benet rendered the texts
into Italian; like Ficino’s work, this translation first circulated in manu-
script form. In France the Corpus Hermeticum soon spread through the el
forts of the humanist Jacques Lefévre d'Etaples (Faber Stapulensis, 1450-
1536), who also wrote brief commentaries on the individual chapters. The
Greek text appeared for the first time in 1554 in an edition by Adrien
Turnébe. Foix de Dandale (Francescus Flussas Candella) published a bi-
lingual Greek and Latin edition in Bordeaux in 1574, and it was reprinted
in Cologne in 1600, The translation by Francesco Patrizi proved 1o be
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especially influential; first appearing in 1591 as an addendum to his mag-
num opus, Nova de Universalis Philosofhia (New philosophy concerning the
universals),” it was later published separately many times. Translations of
the Corpus Hermeticum were first printed in Holland and England in the
seventeenth century, but not until the eighteenth century in Germany.

Ficos Universalism

Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, of the lineage of the Count of Mirandola
and Concordia, is generally viewed, along with Ficino, as an important rep-
resentative of Renaissance philosophy. Born in 1463, Pico was renowned
as a wunderkind because of his early and numerous intellectual gifis and
linguistic capabilities. Concerning himself first with Aristotelianism, he fa-
miliarized himself with Arab and Hebrew thought. In Florence he became
acquainted with Ficino, who encouraged him to study the works of Plato,
In 1486, at the age of twenty-three, Pico published nine hundred theses in
Rome and wished to invite scholars from all over Europe 1o discuss them.
Pope Innocent VIII forbade the disputation, however, and later banned
all nine hundred theses. Faced with charges of heresy, Fico fled to France,
where he was taken into custody, but he was freed at the recommendation
of a number of influential patrons, and he came under the protection of
Lorenzo de Medici. In Florence, in 1489, he wrote the Heptaplus (Seven
days of creation}, an allegorical commentary on the biblical account of
creation, and, in 1491, De ente e wnoe (On Being and the One}. In his later
years Pico was influenced by Savanarola (1452-1498), the preacher of re-
pentance. He died in 1494 at the age of thirty-one, leaving behind an
astonishingly large body of work for such a brief life span.

Pico's nine hundred “philosophical, cabalistic, and theological conclu-
sions” argued that there was fundamental agreement among the various
traditions of intellectual history, which included the Greek philosophy of
Plato and Aristotle, the Judeo-Christian tradition of the Bible and its theo-
logical interpretation in the works of Thomas Aquinas, and the esoteric
traditions of the Cabala, Hermeticism, and Arab philosophy. In a letter to
Ermolao Barbaro dated June 1485, Pico stated this hermeneutic concisely:
“The Arabs and the Egyptians said the same thing, not in Latin, but they
said it rightly." ITis argument was thus similar to Ficino’s: that beneath
the culturally and linguistically divergent accounts, there lay a common
conceptual core, namely, a single spirit that remained the same.

4 Frederich Puenell, “Francesco Patriz and the Critics of Hermes Trismegistos,” fourmal
af Meetirond eoed Newaserare Stadies 00 1476G): 155-1785,
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Among Pico’s nine hundred theses, ten referred to Hermes Trismegistus:

1. Wherever there is life, there is soul. Wherever there is soul, there
is mindd,

2. Everything moved is corporeal, everything moving incorporeal.
The soul is in the body, the mind is in the soul, the Word is in the
mind, and the Father of these is God.

4. God exists around all and through all things. The mind exisis
around the soul, the soul around the air, the air around matter.
MNothing in the world is devoid of life,

f. Nothing in the universe can suffer death or destruction, Corol-
lary: Lile is everywhere, providence is everywhere, immortality is
everywhere,

7. God announces the future to man in six ways: through dreams,
portents, birds, intestines, spivit, and the Sibyl.

8. What is true is not perturbed, not determined, not colored, not
fashioned, not agitated, but is naked, transparent, comprehensible
through itself, intransmutably good, and fully incorporeal.

9. Within each thing there exist ten punishers: ignorance, sorrow, in-
constancy, greed, injustice, lustfulness, envy, fraud, anger, malice.

10, A profound contemplator will see that the ten punishers, of which
the preceding conclusion spoke according to Mercury, cut‘rﬂsp{md
to the evil order of ten in the Cabala and its leaders, of whom T have
proposed nothing in my Cabalistic conclusions, because it is secrer.”

L]

{11

These theses refer in large part to Ficino's translation of the Cerpus Her-
meticum. Theses 1 to 7 are excerpts from Tractate XII, and theses 8 and
9 are from Tractate XIII of Ficino's Pimander; or, On the Might and Wisdom
aof Grod,

To introduce the discussion of the theses, Pico had written an oration
that was never presented because of the papal ban. It exists in two versions,
but only one, titled On the Dignity of Man, is well known, Pico bases man’s
dignity on his freedom. He is the only creature that is not determined;
rather, he has received [rom God the freedom o determine himself. He
can descend to the lowest animalistic being, but he can also elevate him-
self to divinity. He was created by God to admire God's work. Pico appeals
to Plato and Aristotle, to the Bible {of course), 1o Zoroasier and Pythag-
oras, to the Delphic or Chaldacan Oracles, and (o the Cabala, Flermes
Trismegistus, however, is cited ata conteal point, A the very beginning of
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the oration, Pico cites the Hermetic dictum, “A great wonder, Asclepius, is
man.” Many ideas in his oration remind us of concepts familiar from the
Corpis Hermeticumn: the possibility for man to move through all the regions
of the cosmos, the concept that man was created 1o admire God's creation,
and the description of omnivision as the object of mystical vision,

It would be a disservice 1o Pico, however, to trace specific ideas in his
speech exclusively to concepts in the Corpes Hermeticiem, After all, his nine
hundred theses were supposed to show that a commaon kernel of wath
underlay all the important cultures in the history of humankind, so that it
would be erroncous, therefore, 1o discriminate among them with regard
o dignity and truth,

Renaissance Hermelicisw and Prisca Theologia

Pico and Ficino are often invoked in the same breath as “Renaissance
Hermetists.” Ficino, in fact, saw his task as the dissemination of texts that
belonged to a tradition of ancient philosophers that Hermes Trismegistus
cither started or at least was one of its earliest exponents. Ficino could see
that his doctrine of the soul, which was based on Neoplatonism, was con-
firmed by these very texts: the soul, as the crucial element that gave form
to the world, was the intermediary between matter and the spirit, which
stemmed from the One. But besides Hermes, Ficino appealed to many
other authorities whose writings embraced concepts related to those of
Hermeticism.”

While Ficino evinced interest, even fascination, with Hermeticism, the
same was scarcely true of Pico. It is even doubtful that Pico read much
of the Hermetic texts, and in his works we find no real appreciation of
Hermes Trismegistus. Pico considers Thomas Aquinas in forty-five of his
theses, but no one would call Pico a Renaissance scholastic, In a late text
directed against astrology, he distances himself from Hermes Trismegistus,
refusing to credit Egypt as the cradle of civilization, for the Egyptians were,
for the most part, ignorant and untutored,

Hermeticism was well suited, however, to hermeneutic maxims aimed at
an allegorical reading of ancient philosophical and theological works, be
they Homer or the Bible. In Hermeticism, in particular, one could see a
trenchant articulation of a semiosis of symbolism or concealment. In this
sense, as the product of a technique of disguise, Hermeticism could be
understood as an Egyptian form of theology and philosophy,

G W lsmas Detkand, "Hatioazde Steokioren i Hermetismuos der Feoben Neweein,”
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In his commentary to Benivieni's Canzona  amare (Song of love), Pico
writes,

It was the opinion of the ancient theologians that divine sulyjects and the
secrel Mysteries must not be rashly divalged [ ...]. Thatis why the Egvp-
tians had sculplures of sphinxes in all their temples, w indicate that divine
knowledge, if commiued 1o writing at all, must be covered with enigmatic

veils and poetic dissimulation.”

These explanations are not an innovation of Renaissance scholars. They
are adapted from Llamblichus’s interpretation of Hermeticism, or they ad-
opted an interpretation of Egypt from Plutarch’s On fsis and Osiris, espe-
cially the concept of the “veiled image of Sais”: that the truth was revealed
only behind a veil, and that this veil never should or could be removed
from the truth.

Frances A, Yates, who has rendered great service to research in Hermeti-
cism, surely exaggerated when she claimed that Florentine Renaissance
philosophy had a fundamentally Hermetic core.” According to Yates, the
cosmos was conceived in the Renaissance as a tissue of magical powers in
which man could ereatively intervene, and this concept was derived from
an analysis of the Hermetic texts. This conclusion might suit the Hermeti-
cism of Giordano Bruno, but it can scarcely bear generalization.

The number of important Renaissance scholars concerned with the
writings of Hermes Trismegistus is impressive, however, Aside from Fi-
cino and Pico, there were, for instance, Giordano Bruno, Francesco Pa-
trizi, and Robert Fludd. In his book, Neva de Universalis Philosophia (New
philosophy concerning the universals), which appeared in 1591, Parrizi
constructed a genealogy of knowledge that began, as was also the case
in Ficino’s later writings, with Zoroaster, who is taken to be the author
of the Chaldacan Orades” Zoroaster founded colonies in Egypt, and he
found a descendent in King Osiris, who had an adviser named Hermes
Trismegistus. The latter’s grandson was also called Hermes Trismegistus,
After Zoroaster, this Hermes, who lived before Moses, was the second most
important philosopher. Since wisdom had survived among the Egyptian
priests, Orpheus and Pythagoras were initiated into it while they were in
Egypt. Even Plato stood in this tradition of wisdom, which was interrupted,
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however, by Aristotle. It was Ammaonius Sakkas (175-242), the founder of
the Neoplatonic school, who once again breathed life into this ancient
wisdom of Zoroaster and Hermes Trismegistus, Because of its Aristotelian
stamp, the Middle Ages broke away from this tradition, unril Ramdn Liull
(Raimundus Lullus, 1235-1315/16) and Paracelsus {1493,/94-1541) re-
newed it yet again. Thus the writings of Hermes Trismegists, and not
those of Aristotle, were to be the basis of a Christian education:

It is thus much better, more advisable, for Christian men, and far more use-
ful, for the docwtines of Hermes, rather than those of Aristotle, which are
overall teeming with great godlessness, to e wught [ ... ] in the public
schools and in the cloisters, '

Patrizi was fascinated by the agreement of Hermeticism with Christian be-
lief and Platonic doctrines. Like Lactantius before him, he saw in Hermes
an especially carly harbinger of the Trinity. To illustrate his own philo-
sophical doctrines, he drew on the philosophical and pantheistic docirines
of the Corpres Hermeticum. Patrizi passes over all the magical implications,
explaining that Hermetic texts devoted to magic were false,

Besides pointing to the vaditional accord between Hermeticism and
Platonism, other attempts were made to take Hermeticism into account,
Annibale Rosselli (1525-1592), in his detailed commentary on the Asele
pius and the Pymander, extensively adopted Ficino's image of Hermes; in
order to connect the Hermetic and Catholic wraditions, he discussed the
Hermetic texts in the style of the scholastic method of "quaestiones.™"!

Many other scholars pursued this theme, and the literature has much
to offer that is worth remarking on. But overall the result would scarcely
be different, Hermeticism suited the times, and it suited the structures of
a thinking that was chiefly Platonic and Neoplatonic; it was mostly con-
cerned with the concept of soul and spirit and saw in Hermes a first-rate
exponent of a religiously articulated form of this thinking, To that end,
Hermeticism served as an interface between Christianity and Platonism,
Hermes had been one of the first to teach the Trinity, and he prepared
the way for Plata.

We find many traces of Hermes Trismegistus in the fifteenth and six-
teenth centuries. Jacques Lefévre d'Fraples (Faber Stapulensis), Calvin's
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teacher and the man who paved the way for the Reformation in France,
admired the Hermetic texts, and Giovanni Da Correggio even thought
of himself as the reincarnation of Hermes Trismegistus, styling himself
“Giovanni Mercurio,”

2. Hermeticism and Paracelsism

One side of carly modern Hermeticism can be seen in Ttalian Renaissance
Platonism, Ficino's wranslation of the Corpus Hermeticum, and Pico’s cita-
tien of the Asclefins in his "Ovation on the Dignity of Man.” The other side
is to be found north of the Alps, mainly in Germany. As Reimmann already
knew at the beginning of the eighteenth century, this Hermeticism is not
to be understood as the heir of Ficino's translation and commentary of
the Corfuus Hermeticim but rather as a synonym for alchemy, which was
candidly called the Ars Hermetica, the Hermetic Art. Notwithstanding some
connections, neither the discourse of the Ars Hermetica nor its origin and
theological and natural philosophical legitimation can be undersiood as
deriving directly from Renaissance humanism.™ Obwviously different texts
stood at the respective centers of concern regarding Hermes Trismegistus,
Although the Renaissance philosophers referved largely to the Corfrus Her-
medicum, in alchemo-Paracelism the Tabula Smaragding was regarded as the
most important reference for Hermes Trismegistus,

As eponymous patron of the Aws Hermetica, Hermes played an impor-
tant role in the legends that legiimated it. Christoph Balduff's “Kurtzer /
deutlicher und warer Unterricht / von der geheimten und verborgenen
Kunst Chymia” {Brief, clear, and true instruction concerning the mysterious
and obscure art of Chymia), from the year 1609, cites the historically proven
achievements of alchemy against the “evidence that alchemy is of no use.”
Among the philosophers he wrote about, Hermes stood in first place:

Hermes [ ... ] was a wise man in Egypt, as several write, before King Phara-
onis, and he should he called Termaximus, becavse, already in those days,
he spoke of the Holy Trinity, Others give this reason, that he was a brilliant
philosepher, priest, and king in Egypt at the time when Moses was born,
and that he wrote many strange, wonderful, mysterions, and obseure things
about the divine, though Augustine was skeptical as 1o whether he got that
from spirits or stars. Lactantius counted him among the Sibyls and prophets,
But what he wrote about Chymica, I know nothing more than a little tract
of seven chapters, and another called Tidvda Swaragding of Heves, which
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he wrote with his own hand, and which is supposed 1o have been found in
his grave by a woman named Zarach. And all the art of Chymia is included
therein but in obscure language, Another philosopher named Horulanus
made a brief but entirely clear commentary and explanation of it. And, in
the books of the Chymists, this Hermes is often cited as the most distin.
guished and oldest Chymist, from whom all the others drew their ar.™

Balduff's image of Hermes possesses much in common with that of Italian
Renaissance philosophy in that Hermes is seen as an ancient, wise Egyptian
who anticipated the Christian dogma of the Trinity and thus was admired
by Lactantius. Augustine is mentioned not to brand Hermes as a pagan but
to stress his astonishing knowledge regarding the divine, But the thesis that
Hermes wrote prior to Moses, and thus was more ancient than the biblical-
Maosaic tradition, is seldom found in Renaissance philosophy. Clear, how-
ever, are the differences from Ficino's image of Hermes. Here, Hermes is
claimed as the prime exponent of alchemy. Balduit was indifferent to the
Corprus Hermeticum and the Aselepins, but he saw the importance of Hermes'
alchemical writings such as the Tabwle Smavagdinag and the Tractatus Seftem
de Lapide Philosophico (seven tractates on the Philosophers’ Stone). Balduft
places Hermes Trismegistus at the beginning of a tradition to which Plato,
Plotinus, and Ficino did not belong, a tradition that included Zosimus,
the first alchemist, and the Persian magus and alchemist Ostanes, and was
completed by Theophrastus von Hohenheim, also known as Paracelsus,
Paracelsus (1493,/94-1541), the physician, natural philosopher, and
alchemist, was declared, by Balduff, to have been the legitimate heir of
the Egvptian Hermes Trismegistus. In the late sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries, many adherents of Paracelsus also viewed Hermes Trismegistus
as the leading authority of their science. That Hermes became the idol
of a natural philosophy of medicine already had a basis in the ancient
sources. Homer, Isocrates, and Herodotus had already sung the praises of
the Egvptians’ medical capabilities, and Clement mentioned the medical
books of Hermes Trismegistus, whose writings were also important in as-
tral medicine. For alchemo-Paracelsism, moreover, Hermes possessed an
asset that qualified him as its forefather: bearing the seal of his authority
was a tradition of philosophemes that otherwise were suspected of heresy.
Doctrines of antiquity and late antiquity could be understood by referring
to the Church Fathers, and Neoplatonic-pantheistic doctrines especially,
under the guise of Hermeticism, could be scen as another side of the

Judeo-Christian tradition, a pagan prelude to Christianity,
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H-::rrnf:.s as father of alchemy and predecessor of the Paracelsists and Rosierucians. Here
he pomts to images symbolizing a sentence from the Tabula Smaragpding “Its father is the
Sun, its mother the Moon.” From Michael Meier, Sywbola aurae mensar duocediom nationsm
(Frankfur, 1617), p. 5. .

Hermes and the Dignity of Alchemy

In his foreword, titled “On the Dignity and Use of Alchemy,” to the
collaborative volume Promptuaium Alchemiae (Repository of alchemy),
Joachim Tancke (1557-1609) interpreted alchemy as part of biblical
heilsgeschichte (salvation history)." Thus the art of preparing effective med-
icines and refining substances was seen to be of divine origin, “a special
present and gift of God Almighty.™ In the Bible the mention of Tubal-
cain as the “first bronze and ironsmith” and the enumeration of mifis for
the Tabernacle were signs of the importance of alchemy in heilsgeschichte,
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Because gold could not in fact be reduced to powder by burning, Tancke
assumed, based on the story of the Golden Calf, that Moses had learned
this means of dealing with metals in Egypt:

It is to be presumed that Moses was brought up by Pharach's danghter in all
the teachings and goodly arts of the Egypiians, and that the mystery of Na-
ture was not unknown to him, as can be, o some extent, demonstrated. '

Moses an alchemist? We learn nothing further from Tancke, except that
there is probably evidence, even in the Old Testament, of secret, magi-
cal knowledge—aflter all, even the three Wise Men from the East were
undoubtedly to be understood as magi. Natural philosophy, and thus the
history of alchemy and magic, were not, however, the subject matter of the
Bible. The history of natural philosophy is clearly to be discerned In secu-
lar history. The forefather of this science was Hermes Trismegistus:

The earliest philosopher, who first described this art, was Hermes Trismeygis-
tus, an Egyptian born of roval blood. He expressed and wrote the entire art
briefly in an emerald, so that it is still woday called the Tafuwla Swaragdine of
Hernes ¥

Like Balduff, Tancke makes no appeal to the Corjprus Hermeticum. He high-
lights the Tabula Smaragdina and the alchemical texts regarding the Phi-
losophers' Stone as the most important evidence of Hermes Trismegistus.
In the sense of a mythoalchemy that viewed the classical myths as symbolic
encodings of the alchemical process and its history, he interpreted the
narrative of the “golden fleece™ as a report on the spread of alchemical
knowledge through various cultures. Though Tancke wished to discern
the history of alchemy in Greek mythology, he did not think that Hermetic
knowledge passed directly and unadulterated from the Egyptians to the
Greeks. Greek wisdom, natural philosophy in particular, was basically of
Egyptian origin:

Because the philosophers in Greece understood that the Egyptian priests
were excellent nataral historians and learned persons who alone understood
the mystery of natre, [ .. ] they went to Egypt, and from the priests and
philosophers, called magi among the Persians, they learned the true phi-
losophy that was not found among any Greeks. Thus Democritus of Abdera,
a man ol high inellect, was prompied to go to Egypt o learn the mystery of
patore snd the true philosophy, When he therefore opened the tomb of the
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Egyptian priest Dardanus and returned to Greece with the books wherein
the golden philosophy and hidden mystery of nature were deseribed, he
studied them and finally himself wrote and left behind books on alchemy,™

The concept that Greek culture was in many respects an heir to Egyptian-
Hermetic wisdom was a traditional topos in classical antiquity. Tancke,
however, was concerned with a specific cultural technology that he traced
back to the Egyptians and Hermes Trismegistus: alchemy. Democritus,
who is mentioned here as the supposed author of alchemical texts and
not because of his authentic writings on natural philosophy, obtained this
knowledge from Egypt. But only some Greeks were legitimate heirs of the
Egyptians and their Hermetic knowledge. Aristotelianism, for instance,
had lite in common with the “true philosophy” of Egyptian-Hermetic
provenance:

And theirs, the Greek philosophers’ [philosophy] (s that we now drag our-
selves along, and think we have gulped it all down and swallowed nature
when we have peeked into Aristotle, for it falls as short for us and so far away
from the mystery of nature as the sky is far from the earth) is but incom-
plete work and considered imperfect for man to be able o satisfy his mind
therewith.™

In Aristotelian philosophy Tancke saw a symptom of decline. It was im-
perfect work and did not match the wisdom of those he understoond to
be the guardians of the Egyptian-Hermetic tradition. Hermeticism was
seen to be superior to Aristotelian philosophy, as the former did not sim-
ply understand nature in terms of its surface, which is perceptible to the
senses, but could discern the cause of, and reason behind, the processes
of nature. All the philosophers who were initiated into Hermetic wisdom
in Egypt distinguished themselves through a Hermetic epistemology that
penetrated the surface so as to perceive the essence of effects, the idea
behind appearances:

Hermes, Democritus, Pythagoras, and Plato were such excellent philoso-
phers that, with heavenly or angelic eyes, they saw that Nature implanted
and poured into all things a hidden and spiritual, mighty power, so that
when these very things were ransomed and redeemed from the carthly cor
porality and impediment in which they developed and were imprisoned, it
was a wonderful elfect.™
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Tancke referred to Hermes Trismegistus to legitimate his own natural
philosophy, This {neo-)Platonic, decidedly anti-Aristotelian doctrine of
knowledge was traced back to Hermes and had, as its object, the processes
or objects that lay behind superficial appearances, that is to say, “depth
ontology.” Because he identified this form of philosophy as Hermeticism,
Tancke was able to use ancient topoi regarding Egypt as the treasury of
wisdom. In his historical construction, he regarded the entire Platonic
tradition as essentially related to alchemy, At the starting point of the Pla-
tonic and the alchemical traditions stood Hermes, who created the epis-
temic and nawral philosophical principles of both.

With the usefulness and dignity of alchemy historically proven, Tancke
invited his fellow men to read painstakingly the important texts of the Ars
Hermetica, Their knowledge regarding nature and its forces and effects
should be no less studied in the universities than the doctrines of Aristotle
and Galen. Joachim Tancke, a professor at Leipzig University, wanted to
promaote alchemy as an object of learned study in the universities. He was
rather exceptional in this regard, for alchemo-Paracelsism was seldom at
home in the academies and universities, neither socially nor intellectually.

Conversion fo Hermelicisn

Such appeals to Hermetic tradition occur in many Hermetica of the
early modern period. Hermeticism seems to have become a label with
which a text and its factual content could invite recognition of its ortho-
doxy and its ruth, This phenomenoen is clear in the legitimation legends
of alchemo-Paracelsism.

In the appendix of the 1603 edition of the works of Theophrastus von
Hohenheim, called Paracelsus, there appeared the Apocaryeses HERMETS Al
fLUSTRISSIAG ViRe, Avrsoto Helvetico, qui fuit Hermes Secundus (Apocalypse
of Hermes, by the most illustrious man, the Swiss Aureolus, who was the
second Hermes), or, as it was titled in the 1608 edition, Apocalypsis Des
Hocherlewchten Aegyptischen Kénigs wnd Philosafhi, Hermetis Trismegisti; von
wiserne Tewtschen Hermete, dem Edlen, Hochihewren Monarchen wnd Philosofho
Trismegisto, Afureolo] Phiilippol Theaphrasto Paracelso (... | Verdolmetschet
{Apocalypse of the most enlightened Egyptian king and philosopher,
Hermes Trismegistus; translated by our German Hermes, the noble, most
beloved monarch and thricegreat philosopher Alureolus] Phlilippus]
Theophrastus Paracelsus), The information in the title presents several
pueles, insolie as it is supposed to deal with a revelation of the Egyptian
Hermes Trismegising, which was translated by Paracelsus, celebrated as the
“secondd Hermes™ or the “Cierman Hermes™ in the tide. In fact, this ext
was nol oviginally pubilished under cither the name Hermes or Paracel-
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published in London in 1566 by the Venetian Giovanni Battista Agnello,
who provided commentaries. It consists of various citations from texts
with mostly alchemical content. Cited are Arnoldo de Vilanova, John de
Rupescissa, Raimundus Lullus, and Aristotle, along with some dicta of
Hermes Trismegistus; but Paracelsus is not mentioned! And vet, only a few
vears after its initial publication, Paracelsus became the supposed author
of this text. Already in 1570, in the pseudo-Paracelsic Tinciura Physicarwm
(Tinciure of the philosophers), the first-person narrator, Paracelsus, af-
firms that he had written an Apocalypsis Hermetis (Apocalypse of Hermes).
All editions of the wext, after 1570, were linked 1o Paracelsus; sometimes
his authorship was atfirmed or, at the very least, he was credited with an
important role in the origin of this revelation of Hermes,

It remains unclear how this attribution of the text came about, In
the foreword to the 1608 edition, however, the publisher, Benedictus
Figulus, clarifies the importance of Paracelsus and Hermes among the
Paracelsists of the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries by means of
a narrative history of the development of Hermetic knowledge.*' This
history is embedded in an autobiographical account of the author's
conversion,

According to the account, Benedictus Figulus was first instructed in
“common Aristotelian philosophy,” and then, through reading the works
of Theophrastus von Hohenheim, Roger Bacon, and Isaac Hollandus,
he had an experience of philosophical awakening. As a result, he saw
through Aristotelianism, regarding it as “empty, dead nattering far re-
moved from the basis of truth”;™ it was incongruent with the accounts
of the ancient sages, an inspiration of the Devil. The “better philosophy”
of alchemo-Paracelsism so impressed him that he resolved “not to lay my
head down peacefully until I acquired such a Universal Stone, together
with the Precious Heavenly Medicine,™ He thus declared himself a “dis-
ciple of Paracelsus” and took to traveling about 1o learn the Paracelsic-
Hermetic science. This science taught the “[Cog]Nosce teipsum [Know
thyself] and the basis of the Light of Nature” and was in agreement with
many of the “pagan philosophers,” especially Pythagoras. It was a matter
of “this Hermetic philosophy of ours [ .. .,] which includes true astron-
oy, alchemy, and magic, and also Cabala,"™?

21. On Figulus, see Joachim Telle, “Benedictos Figulus: o Lelen und Woerk cines
deutschen Pavacelcist,” Medizfahistorisches forrmal 22 (195732 ME-3520,
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Figulus relates the history of the development of the true, divine knowl-
edge. Adam’s universal knowledge was endangered by the Flood, but it
managed o survive in Egyvpt, in the Hermetic science. There, Moses was
initiated into this wisdom, and, in this respect, Hermetic knowledge was
substantially the same as Judeo-biblical and Egypto-Hermetic knowledge.
The “idolatrous and superstitions Greeks” broke away from this knowledge,
for “their own arrogance and presumption foiled and bewitched them and
plunged them into error,”™ The resulting mixture of falsehood, unbelief,
Devil's work, and conceited rationalism was passed along by the Greeks
to Roman philosophy, which spread thrmlgh all of LEurope, determining
the content of what was taught in most academies and universities. Using
Aristotelian philosophy, Satan had “pulled the wool over the eyes” of all
Christendom. Figulus, however, recalls salvation, and, in what follows, he
elucidates the principal doctrines of Hermeticism, which “based True Nat-
ural Philosophy on the Light of Nature,™ Only this philosophy was in a
position to guide Christendom to its original theology and philosophy.

Figulus's harsh polemic becomes understandable il we recall that the
Paracelsists were a socially marginal group. 1t was they, and not those with
traditional book learning, who often had to suffer repression. Figulus's in-
vectives should be understood to reflect his own life. He did not under-
take his travels only out of philosophical considerations and as a path to
Truth. As a Lutheran priest, he was a victim of the Counterrelormation,
Biographically his expulsion from Lipprichhausen in Franconia seems 1o
hang closely together with his ultimate declaration of support for Paracelsus
and Hermetic philosophy. With this genealogy of knowledge, the socially
marginalized Figulus defended his own case. He felt he did not belong 1o
the diabolically blind majority of the traditionally schooled but saw himself
as a warrior on behalf of true Christian knowledge. The history of Hermetic
knowledge was, for him, a means of giving historic legitimacy to the distine-
tion berween true and false, between knowledge derived from revelation
and knowledge derived from reason. Against the background of a legend
of legitimacy based on a gencalogy of knowledge, it was Paracelsus, the “sec-
ond Hermes,” who had brought about a renascence of Hermeticism. With
that, so Figulus thought, the world could be saved from diabolical blind-
ness and darkness, and the social dominance of Aristotelianism would be
broken. Orthodox believers would thus find—along with the Bible—their
second foundation in the Hermetic writings, which agreed in their sub-
stance with Haoly Seripture,
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Hermes and Paracelsus, the two leading anthorities of alehemy in the carly modern period,
graced the title pages of many alchemo-Paracelsist books. Stoltzius von Swlwenberg, Chy
mischen Lustgivilein (Frankfury, 1624}, dile page.

Hermeticism as History of Symbolic Knowledge

The Awrora Philasopforum (Dawn of the philosophers) was anonymously
published in Latin in 1577, printed at least four times in the sixteenth cen-
tury, In 1605, it was included in an edition of the works of Paracelsus, In its
opening chapters the semiosis of Hermetic writings is legitimized by citing
the history of the development of Hermetic knowledge. Once again, we
see topoi that we know from so many Hermetica. The primeval knowledge
was written down by Adam’s sons on two tablets of stone, “on which all
the natural arts were engraved and recorded in mysterious, obscure char-
acters that they called hieroglyphs."™ After the Flood, a large part of this
knowledge managed to survive in Egypt, but it was also passed along by
Moses to “the children of Israel.” Hermes was the wisest of the Egyptians,
and also the incarnation of the primeval Adamic knowledge,

Important for this history is less the "what™ of Hermaetie knowledge than
the “how.” In order for divine wisdom 1o spread, it is necessary, according
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to the author of the Aurora Philosaphorum, to understand the symbolic repre-
sentation by means of which that wisdom was handed down in Egypt. Egyp-
tian wisdom, which was expressed in symbols and enigmas, was adopted in
this form by a number of Greeks:

Among the Egyvptians, it was the custom to express such excellent doctrines
of wisdom not simply and clearly but in a figurative and enigmatic man-
net, using obscure words and inserting strange stories that the superlh poet
Homer later described with wonderful art in his verses. There was also Py-
thagoras, who included a great deal from the Law of Moses and the Old
Testament.™

Many Greeks, including Homer, Hippocrates, Thales of Miletus, Anaxago-
ras, Democritus, “and others who were proficient in it” stood in the tradi-
tion of an Egvpuian-Hermetic wisdom, But notall these Greek philosophers
could be included in the tradition of true divine wisdom, for they were
“not of the same opinion among themselves” and “did not concur with the
correct, true philosophy and wisdom of the Egvptians.” They did not pen-
etrate to the true depth of this wisdom but only remained at the surface.
Pythagoras was aware of this and “did not want 1o be called a sage because
the priestly shrine of the wisdom of the Egyptians was not perfectly familiar
to him, though he was well instructed in all its matters.” It was otherwise
with the Chaldaeans, the Persians, and the Egyptians, who possessed the
same doctrines, though they expressed them differently according to their
language and semiotics: “The Chaldaeans, Persians, and Egyptians had
the same knowledge of the mystery of nature, and the same religion and
worship, differing only in changing the names.” The distinction between
these various religions and cultures consisted only in a difference at the
sigmatic surface, that is, it was a matter of differing designations. In their
basic views of divine truth, the doctrines of these p-enplf:s were identical.
The criterion for deciding which writings and which wisdoms belonged to
the Hermetic-Adamic tradition, therefore, lay in an appropriate allegore-
sis, that is, an allegorical reading, that made it possible to break through
the exiterior and penetrate into the essence of the writings.

More significant than the familiar history of the primeval Hermetic-
Egyptian wisdom is the form and epistemology of that tradition, which
distinguishes between the superficial and the profound, and recognizes
that hidden beneath mere names and appearances is essential truth,

Platey, 1o, by distinguishing between Ideas and appearances, system-
atized the ancient concept that a commaon, enduring principle underlay
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various superficial manifestations, Thus all Western thinkers to whom a
symbaolic doctrine was attributed, or who could be understood as adherents
of a Platonic philosophy, could be integrated into the Egyptian-Hermetic-
Adamic tradition. Aristotelian philosophy, by rejecting the Platonic doc-
trine of Ideas and maintaining the dictum that the essence of things lies
only within themselves, did not conform 1o Hermetic, svmbolic semiosis,
and, accordingly, was little appreciated in the legends intended to legiti-
mize Hermeticism.

What Is Hermelic Philosofly?

How was the difference between the superficial and the profound, be-
tween appearance and essence, expressed in the Hermetic natural phi-
losophy of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries? The Liber Apokalypsis
Hermetis (Book of the apocalypse of Hermes) is concerned with the essence
and effectiveness of a panacea that endows man with long life. It specifies
the properties of the Quinta Essentia (filth essence, quintessence), which
itself is not an element and is thus imperishable. This wonder drug, which
is qualified as spirit, unites all the properties of the elements and links the
spiritual to the material world. As nature’s principle of life, itis designated
“World Soul,” in the sense of Neoplatonic ontology. With its help, all
warldly goods can be gained. In its form as universal curative, the World
Soul reveals iself in five different hypostases. In its earthly, watery, airy,
and fiery embodiments, it heals all illnesses. Only in its fifth embodiment,
however, does itattain full effectiveness, so that it can exert influence over
the stars. Thus it acts on all manilestations of transitoriness, indicates hid-
den treasures, and can assist in producing gold and precious stones, The
spirit’s various embodiments are designated by different names, but this
should not disguise the fact that it is but a single spirit that is manifested
in different effects without losing its unity. Notwithstanding its ubiquitous
character, its essence is unknowable and unnamable. The text closes with
a hymnic address to the spirit, a declaration of the vuthfulness of its ex-
position, and an appeal not to communicate the mystery revealed in the
Apokalypsis Hermetis to anyone not worthy of it

From the viewpoint ol the history of philosophy, the ext connects
two concepts that are somewhat difficult to reconcile. The Aristotelian
doctrine of (Juinte Fssentia is combined with the Platonic concept of the
World Soul, without there being even a rudimentary problematizing of
this relationship, The philosophical terminology stems from the doctrine
of microcosm and macrocosm and, in this respect, is already scen in the
philosophical Hermetica of e antiguing wheve i is non linked withe A=
istotelian thought, Natore s anderstood o as the watevial existenee of
Phves el Dot inestesed as the inner vepnbarity of things, The neterial worldd
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has its order, its ontological status, through spirit. This concept ufspirjt 15
identified with the concept of the World Soul:

This spiritis [ .. . ] called the Soul of the World, for just as the soul moves all
the limbs of the hody, so this spivit moves bodies, and just as the soul is in all
the limbs of the body, so this spirit is in all elemental creatures. ™

This World Soul is what penetrates and orders everything, and thus is the
element that gives form to the World Body, which itself is formless, The
World Soul can hypostasize itsell in nature in various forms without losing
its uniey and identiry. Thus no event in the world is isolated; rather, in so far
as the World Soul s involved, it is connected with the whole, Natare cannot
be understood by only a fleeting glance at its external appearance; instead,
we must observe the processes of nature in order to discover the laws of
coming into existence, passing out of existence, and change, To make gold
or to create a universal cure, it is necessary to understand how changes in
metals or bodies ocenr in natre. This is obviously not a maner of an em-
pirical model, for it is the “behind” that must be uncovered, “that which
the world embraces within iself,” in other words, the mystery of nature,

With regard to formal history, this text can be classified as belonging 1o
the tradition of alchemical theory. It is an adaptation of the first two books
of the Liber de considevatione quintae essentiae omnivm serum (Book on the
contemplation of the Quinia Essentia af all things) by the Frelnciscanjuhn
de Rupescissa. The Liler Apokalypsis differs from the Lifier de Consideratione
in that the former offers an unequivocally Neoplatonic interpretation of
the panacea. The text also displays traces of Arab sources. Thus the names
of the medicines that correspond to the specific hypostases of the World
Soul are often formed with an al, the definite article in Arabic. Further,
the authority cited most often is Avicenna, one of the most important ex-
ponents of Arab Neoplatonism, a clear indication that this Hermetic text
has Arab roots.

3. Religious Hermeticism

Hermelic texis are ofien distinguished by an especially close connection
between religiosity and natural philosophy, Only the faithful who were
ethically and morally qualified could hehold God and the essence of the
world, and only they would be initiated into the mysteries of the divine,
Enowledge of patore as ereation also meant knowledpe of God as creator,
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MNatural philosophy actually made it possible to have knowledge of God
and to lead a life that was pleasing to God. Knowledge of God, a life pleas-
ing to God, and knowledge of nature are often interwoven, This point is as
obvious in the texts from late antiquity as in the Hermetica of the Middle
Ages, and even Ficino concerned himself with Hermeticism because he
saw in it an ideal inner congruence with biblical tradition: Hermetic phi-
losophy seemed to him to complement Christian theology.

In the sixteenth century the question of true religion assumed an ever
growing importance, What role did Hermeticism play in the face of con-
fessional tensions and the increasing polarization in questions of faith?
With the Religious Peace of Augsburg in 1555, there was a certain balance.
In the codification of the confessions and still more with the Peace of
Westphalia and the establishment of the confessional map of Germany, it
became clear that, because of the political influence gained by the major
conflessions, those forms of religiosity that had not been instinutionalized
were increasingly falling by the wayside, Only becanse of the necessity of
choosing sides during the conlessional splits, only at a time when political
and sometimes also financial success depended on confession, did heresy
become a social and political problem. Most *witch burnings” oceurred
not during the late Middle Ages but in the early modern period.®

Sebastian Franch’s Spivitual Hevimeticism

Sebastian Franck (1499-1543) was a remarkable exponent of Hermeti-
cisim. The Bible, to him, was an “eternal allegory” not to be interpreted
according to the literal meaning that pointed to historical facts. With its
contradictions and confusion, the “outer word” of the historical narra-
tives of the Bible demonstrated its own absurdity. In the Protestant un-
derstanding of scripture, in its maxim sole Seripfura, Franck thus saw a
“paper pope.” For him, “inner word” alone was the basis of faith and the
unobjectifiable and thus undogmatic foundation of human affairs. This
scepticism led Franck to a radical eclecticism, for the isolated datm, the
isolated text or theory, were never, by themselves, capable of truth but
were simply mundane events not to be taken seriously. The world was only

a “Shrovetide play of God.™ Theological statements were, for Franck, -

meaningful only in the sense of a “negative theology.” He did not wish to
approach divine truth dogmatically but rather by way of the negations and
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paradoxes that were an essential means of argumentation and style in his
compilatory writings, and in which Hermeticism played an important role.
In his Golden Avkwe read, regarding Hermes Trismegistus:

This enlightened philosopher, king, and priest, wonder of the Egyptians,
fourished in the tme of Abraham; he was called Teut by the Egyptians, and
by the Greeks Trismegistus, fer maimms, that is, three times all-greatest [ .. . 1
because he was beyond all measure an enlightened philosopher, an excel
lent priest, and a noble, apparently serenc king.®

Franck derived his image of Hermes, as he acknowledges, largely from Fi-
cino, though he clearly assigns a distinctly earlier date to Hermes: he was
a contemporary of Abraham and thus clearly antedated Moses. Franck’s
interpretation of Hermeticism was far more radical, however, in lh'.lll hI:-
considered the Hermetic writings to be a pagan replacement for Christi-
anity and for Judeo-Christian revelation. The Pimander contained “.“".I.hl'“
is necessary for a Christian to know.” This text was in no way a primtive,
carly stage of a truth that finally reached its explicit perfection in the
Bible. This Hermetic theology was “as masterfully written as by Moses or
any prophet” and thus must be put on a level with theirs, Franck goes
even further and sees in Hermes a clearer herald of God than Moses
was. Moses, as part of his mission, “was not to speak out half as Iur'ul!l;. in
order to give the people, who were accustomed to thinking lpguratively,
everything covered in figures, so that this mystery would be melﬂ.l only
through Christ.”™ Hermes, however, had been able to express hirnsell
more clearly. .
Certainly Franck was no Hermetist, for as little as he believed i the
“outer word” of the Bible, just as little could he validate Hermetician ax
doctrine in the dogmatic sense. Rather, Hermes was for the Egyptians what
other sages had been for other peoples. He assumed that every people .h'” [
had its prophets. As Moses had taught the Hebrews the essence ol !.-ml.
so Plato had taught the Greeks, and Hermes Trismegistus the Pgrypul hans
“Thus this Egyptian Moses instructed and enlightencd the Fgyptians in
Egypt, just as Plato, the Greek Moses, enlightened the Crecks, and Moses

the Hebrews.™
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What is true of scripture is even more true of God. The image of God
formed by a culture, the theorem regarding God that a theology estab-
lishes, or a philosopher's definition of God are only derived forms of the
Holy Spirit. God does not belong to a specific culture or doctrine. Franck
stresses the unity and identity of the sole God, who is not only the God of
Christians but a God for all those who prove their worth lhl‘ﬂl;gh practice:

[. . .] that the impartial God {(who does not favor any person but only those who
do right among all peoples and fear God so that he henefits them) is also the
;It{o-dlni' the heathens and has always been he who has enlightened, informed,
inmirrored the Heathens with his light, word, grace and Christianine™

This universal God, a God of both reason and righteous action, was not wor
shiped only by the Egyptians and Hermes Trismegistus. Nor was he the God
wha had been a deity only to confessed Christians or to the Jewish people.
Rather, the same things regarding this very God had also been said by Ploti-
nus, Diogenes, Plato, Orpheus, Sophocles, the Sibyls, and many otht:m.
F.ranck's eclecticism—especially against the background of the bitter con-
fessional conflicts in northern Europe—is committed to a clear concept of
tn!emm:e. As already had been the case in Hellenism, the idea that some-
th_ur.lg remained identical in its ideal, spiritual essence, though articulated
differently by diverse cultures and religions, served both as the basis and
methodological foundation of his eclecticism and as a decisive argument for
tolerance. With its stress on the concept of spirit and its Platonic doctrine
of knowledge, Hermeticism well suited Franck’s spiritualism and tolerant
thought. It is thus no surprise that Franck, during the final vear of his life
translated the Corfrus Hevmeticum into German, a text that was never prlnted,l

Hermeticisim in the Sevvice of Promating Tolerance

Christian apologetics had used Hermeticism to demonstrate that the
Christian religion was consistent with the philosophy and theology of
the ancient world. By the sixteenth century, however, circumstances ’had
changed, and Christianity had become the cultural matrix, but, even then,
Helrlrlt‘-ticiﬁm served to indicate the compatibility of various cultures and
religions. Indeed, once again Hermeticism served Christian apologetics.
An especially important advocate of Christianity who invoked Hermes Tris-
megistus and his writings was Philippe de Mornay (1549-1623). This con-
fessed adherent of the Reformation was a widely traveled man. He worked
for Henry IV, who appointed him governor of Saumuor, Mornay's work,
Traité de la vévité de la weligion chodtivnne contre fes athies, r?:irm'.iq'.l.u.': fresyivis,
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juifs, mohamétans, el autres infidéles (Treatise on the truth of the Christian
religion, against the atheists, Epicurians, pagans, Jews, Mohammedans,
and other unbelievers), appeared in 1581 and was a major publishing suc-
cess. 1t went through many editions in France and was also translated into
2 number of vernaculars, including German in 1616; from 1583 on, it was
also accessible in Latin editions.

Mornay wanted to defend the truth of Christianity against the assaults
of heretical traditions by pointing to its natural truth. It was not possible
to conceive of any other than the God of Christianity, and even its critics
had possessed the core of Christian dogmas. He particularly wanted to
attest monotheism and the doctrine of the Trinity in ancient religions by
referring to Hermeticism,

In the Pimander Hermes Trismegistus had written about the sole God
and creator of all, and, in this respect, he was a witness for the venerable
antiquity of monotheism. Mornay cited extensively [rom the first chapter
of the Poimander, claiming to see in it the same message as in Genesis. In
all important statements, the Hermetic doctrines concurred with the the
ology of Christianity. Using many citations Mornay sought to make it clear
that Hermes had already taught that God’s creation was accomplished by
means of his Word, and the Word was synonymous with “his Son.” Accord
ing to the Hermetic writings, the third hypostasis of God was the Holy
Spirit, as in Christianity. Mornay, the confessed Lutheran, wished o recoy,
nize in these correspondences a special similarity between the Hlermeti
writings and the Gospel of John: “that he used the same Word as the cvan
gelist John used [ ... ] In the same way, many hundreds of years carlies,
the Platonists published his [Mercury’s] books in the Greek lanpuage.""

Like Franck, Mornay was less concerned with favoring Hermaticism

above other religions and philosophies than in promoting tolevance:
“And thus Zoroaster and Mercury responded and spoke well, the Lanes
for the Egyptians and the former for the Persians. For sages should b
heard in what concerns wisdom proper for all their people.” Justas he aliel
for Hermes, Mornay expressed appreciation for Orpheus and Pythago
ras, for Philo, and for many other sages of antiquity. 1t is striking it
Mornay restricts himself largely to writers in the Platonic tedition. s
apology for Christianity is predominantly compilition of citations anl
excerpts. Only seldom does he offerany commentary, contenting himsell
with bringing together fragments of texts that are supposcd 1o spuale o
themselves in the context of the respective chapters,
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Mornay deserves attention less for the originality of his image of Hermes
than for his concern to explain various religions and philosophical traditions
as part of heilsgeschichie (salvation history), a point of view that, in the frame-
work of “eclectic tolerance,” was widespread in the early modern period.
As ancient Egypt’s most important theologian, Hermes was, of course, part
of a history that was sometimes concealed but nevertheless would be essen-
tially and interpretatively uncovered and seen as a history of the Christian-
philosophical spirit in which Christianity, Greek philosophy, Hermeticism,
and Zoroastrianism were united. Here, the “Mosaic distinction” between
Christian monotheism and pagan polytheism, between truth and falsehood,
largely dissolves.” Neither Mornay nor Franck was concerned with distine-
tion or exclusion. The principal narrative is not the Exodus, but the story of
the primeval knowledge of all men, which was spread throughout the vari-
ous cultures and was the common basis of many cultures and religions. The
God who was the subject of this radition of primeval wisdom was a universal
Gad, for he was the creator of this world but ranscendent in his essence. He
had revealed himself in his creation, as he had also revealed himself in the
Bible and in the Hermetic texts, But he was far more than what these revela-
tions expressed, and therefore he could not be expressed exactly through
dogma. The theological-philosophical Hermetica address this very matter:
from the Hermetic point of view, the vision of the divine itself is not directly
representable, and not even the twenty-four philosophers had been able to
find a decisive definition of God. This God is not completely merged in this
world; he is distanced in his essence from human logic and from the bound-
aries of space and time. This divine concept is unsuited to the dogmatic
persecution of an alleged heresy; rather, it opens men’s eyes to the dignity
and sanctity of all other concepts of the divine,

But the revelatory character of the Hermetic writings was also subject
to a different interpretation. If the Adamic primeval wisdom is viewed as a
privileged access to God and an adequate understanding of his creation,
Hermeticism could also become dogmatic and lead to polemics against
heretics. In particular, the Hermetic legitimation legends of alchemo-
Paracelsism served the struggle against those who held to other creeds.

Setence and Revelation

Franck and Maornay valorized the texts of the Corpus Hermeticum and,
historically, these thinkers belonged to the philosophical-theological
tradition of Hermeticism. They promoted tolerance and approached
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Hermes depicted as a man from the East, bearing 2 rn_od:} Esphem asa signn ol s .m--.rl- -Ip,:
cal knowledge. The accompanying text extols him, invaking the Churel I-:||Iu-1~:l Al r-
prophet Mercurius Termaximus. Jean Jacques Boissard, Troctatus [L..] o eisunatione o
magicis praestigiis {Oppenheim, ¢ 1615 ), p. 140

Hermeticism from an academic distance. The natural philosophical, ;.ul

chemical writings were more clearly stamped by a mnl'vssi:m;ﬂ. rhaetonie,
Such Hermetic tractates often begin with an invocation of Christ and an
assurance that they ave firmly rooted in Christian beliel. How .r.lrmluz..-,lx l.'llt'w
exts are characterized by a religious-cxistential selfundersinding is e

vealed in the initial didactic dialogue between *Senior™ and “Adolplos”
the Oveudian Phitosophie (Hidden philosophy], whieh s atteibniedd o Dasilins
Vaden tinus. ™ The sononymons aothor depicts sodinlogoe hetween an alilier,
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experienced Hermetist, who is endeavoring to understand nature and
the miracle of the alchemical process, and a younger man, who is skepti-
cal of the possibilities of alchemical transmutations. In search of true
happiness, he is instructed by the older man in a dialogue concerning im-
portant themes of Hermeticism. Adolphus, on his way to Rome, is warned
by Senior regarding the superficialities of the world: “Rome-Sodom” is
“an earthly paradise full of voluptuousness and worldly pleasure, and
forgetfulness of divine bliss.”™" In entirely the same sense as Franck's spiri-
tualism, warning is issued not to fall under the spell of the superficialitics,
for they threaten to conceal the spirit, “and like a superficial, mindless
letter of the alphabet, there is no spirit there.”

The same is true regarding knowledge of nature. First come God and
correct belief, for we "must [ . . . ] in all we do first consider piety, and not
the world or nature.” Every form of natural philosophy must therefore
be measured against the word of God. In no way should one rely on the
capability of human reason, Senior thus advises:

Go on both parts, on God's word, in pursuit of nature, for they already
proceed [rom God and should lead back wo him, for the word is a straight
scepter, just as nature is a straight line for all creation, and thus both are a
straight path o soul and body, by which a righteous scholar of God is 1o be rec-
ognized; of which Aristotle knew nothing that was true but rather lumbered
as best he could, like a blind man, although he was excellent above others
in human reason, yet nothing but darkness, along with all his pupils,"*

Knowledge of the true essence of the world can only be sought from the
Holy Spirit, and it can be sought successfully only by not becoming lost in
worldly, immanent reason. Aristotle, who serves here as the incarnation of
pure human reason, was extraordinarily clever for a man, but he was not
truly wise, for he had not allowed himsell to be guided by the word of God.
Here lay one of the principal demands placed on the adherents of Her-
meticism. They were to be led primarily by divine revelation, and they were
to pursue natural philosophy in this spirit. The unity of the two books of
God, the Bible and the Book of Nature, implies no validity stemming from
their common origin; rather, this unity has its methodological precedence
in God's written revelation. Senior thus opts for the traditional model of an
agreement between the two books of God and against the contemporary
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demand of Aristotelianism that nature should be investigated without re-
course to divine revelation,

This theory of knowledge finds its counterpart in ethical maxims. Adol-
phus should not surrender himself to the superficiality of the world and
forget the Last Judgment, for then, at the latest, every superficiality will
lose its luster. A good Christian must, and this emerges also from the max-
imms of Hermetic philosophy,

always heed and atiend to truth and righteousness with prayer for the aid ol
the Haly Spirit, which teaches us to know all that is spiritual, We must take
great care lest we remain mired in the earthly labyrinth, but rather bk
free and pursue the good, yea, spend no day, no hour uselessly, but all lor
the honor of God and the goad of our neighbor™

Senior, the incarnation of Hermetic reason, here advocates a carpe diem ethos
that was typical of the early modern period. Youth should recall its mortality
and, in view of reward and punishment in the next life, dedicate itself 10 the
knowledge of God in nature, The author of the Occulta Philosaphia thus does
not draw conclusions as radical as those of Franck. For him, Judeo-Christian
revelation has objective validity. Here, the spirit can be suitably grasped in he
outer word, and the Bible is the valid standard for morals and knowledge,

Like many other texts of alchemo-Hermeticism, the dialogue hetween
Senior and Adolphus indicates the precedence of the Bible in science,
Only with biblical guidance should the Hermetist, inspired by the spivit ol
God, devote himself to observing nature and recognizing God as its cre
ator. The methodological self-understanding of every texi that expresses
support for Hermeticism is characterized by the close connection hetween
religion and natural history, a fact that had consequences for i al phi
losophy. As a science, Hermeticism was also a religion, and the scientis
also had to be a theologian. Senior bids Adolphus not anly to study ddili
gently but above all to pray, so as to receive the spirit of God: "the Kinggelomn
of God should first be sought: God will grant all the rest.™"

4. Two Paths of Hermeticism in the Early
Modern Period

With the transkation of the writings of Plato, Plutreh, Apuleius, and Lun
Blichus, the humanism ol the cady modern period inherited pagan an
tieuity's image of Epypt, and in choosing hetween e options ollered by
the carly Clhinreh Fathers, it elhose that whie Ty was Drienedlier towared Fgrypst,
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In the mid-fifteenth century Marsilio Ficino absorbed these concepts, pro-
duced a first Latin translation of the Corpus Hermeticiom, and interpreted
Hermes Trismegistus as the founder of a philosophical tradition of revela-
tion whose followers included Orpheus, Pythagoras, and Plato.

Pico and Ficino could understand Hermeticism as a complement to
Christian revelation, for they made a distinetion between inward and out-
ward, between the divine, spiritual content of a doctrine and its outward
form, which was culturally and temporally conditioned. Their concern was
the integration of various religious and philosophical docirines, one of
which was Hermeticism. The Hermetic tradition was well suited to this
search for a common denominator, for already in antiquity this doctrine
had been renowned for its distinction between form and content.

Whereas the philosophers of the Italian Renaissance made use of the
Hermetica we classify as philosophicaltheological, other texts stood at the
very center of the northern European Hermeticism of alchemo-Paracelsism.
These texts were mostly alchemical Hermetica that had been translated from
Arabic into either Latin or the vernacular languages. In the framework of
the legitimation legends, Hermeticism was considered the only legitimate
heir of the Adamic primeval knowledge and of Christian piety, and it was
Paracelsus who revived it. The adherents of this northern tradition passion-
ately battled Aristotelian philosophy in the name of Hermes Trismegistus;
they saw it as un-Christian, as inspired by the Devil, and therefore unsuited
to an understanding of nature, for it took the superficial to be absolute
and thus could not discern the hidden essence of things. Hermeticism was
viewed as a symbolic doctrine capable of penetrating into the true heart of
things and perceiving the mystery of nature.

In the early modern period Hermeticism was characterized by a clear pro-
fession of Christian religion. Sebastian Franck viewed Hermes' writings as an
adequate alternative to Judeo-Christian revelation. Mostly, however, empha-
sis was placed on the inner harmony between Hermeticism and Christian-
ity. In his defense of Christianity, Mornay used Hermeticism to bridge the
gap between the confessions and to demonstrate that the central dogmas
of Christianity were evidence of a religion of nature and reason. The adher-
ents of alchemo-Paracelsism, however, saw themselves struggling between
Hermetic and Aristotelian doctrines, a struggle in which they were heirs to
an orthodox tradition that stretched from Adam and Hermes Trismegistus
ta Paracelsus, and which was true philosophy for all Christians. Natural phi-
tosophy, therefore, was also theology, for to understand nature meant to un-
derstand God. What was fundamental was not, as in the physico-theology of
the eighteenth century, the concept of the common arigin of God’s revela-
tieann in the Book ol Matire and the Book of Revelagon, Rather, e absoloe
prececleree ol the Bilde was the Basis aned the viedstick of ool scienee,

IV Seventeenth Century

High Point and Decline

1. Casaubon and the Dating of the Hermetic Texts

The year 1614 witnessed an important caesura in the history ol |[=-1‘
meticism,' for in that year, in London, the philelogist Isaac ‘. l'.m:nll.:uu'
published a book opposing the chronology of Cesare Baronio., O the
773 folio pages of Casubon’s De Rebus Sacris et Ecclesiasticts (On sacred il
ecclesiastical matters), only a few were devoted to the Curfrus Hermeticum,
but even they assured the book’s importance in the history ol sehalu
ship. Casaubon attacked Cesare Baronio’s discussion o{ the 5[:-1'“"1'1] g
prophets, namely, those pagans, including Hermes Tr:,n'.nu-glu.-n v, whio s
posedly had foreseen the coming of Christ. Casaubon questione: l. I]u'. i
erally accepted antiquity of the texts of the Corfrus Hevmelicim, maintaiining
that they did not record ancient Egyptian wisdom but were act |.r.!||.j|.' acon
glomeration of Platonic and Christian concepts written alter thie liletine ol
Christ. Casaubon pointed to many correspondences between the contend
of the Corpus Hermeticum and that of the Bible. For examj :1: hes comprared
the passage, “If you do not first hate your hody, my son | II:E1 |, yont el
love yourself” (CH IV, 6) to the passage in John 12, 25, “Those 1.1.-Iml lowe
their life lose it and those who hate their lite in this workd will keepar o

1. See Frsinees Aanelin Yates, s Sy e the §levaetis Fierdationy (L anselomy, 1R,
[RTER B .

w Anthony Cratin, “Protestint verss Propder: Baane Casadon on Flermes |rl'-llu'}:.h
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eternal life.” This correspondence, according to Casaubon, was a sign that
because the concepts in the Corpus Hermeticion referved to the texts of t.hf,:
MNew Testament, they must have been written at a later date. It would be
absurd, Casaubon argued, to assume that the mysteries of the divine were
revealed to pagans earlier and more clearly than to Christians and Jews.
The Corpus Hermeticum uses concepts that, in their abstractness, can-
nc:it possibly have originated in the allegedly primeval time of H;rmes
Trismegistus. If the writings of the Corpus Hermeticum are, in fact, clearly
pre-Christian, they should display no significant siylistic difference from
those of the oldest Greek writers such as Herodots, The language, how-
ever, clearly uses a later siyle; in particular, it employs many words tf;at ap-
peared in Greek only after the birth of Christ. Casaubon did not believe in
tlhe authorship of an age-old Hermes Trismegistus, and he even spoke of a
torger: “that imposter liked to steal not only the sacred doctrines but the
:w::-n:ls of Sacred Scripture as well.™ Not only Christian but also Platonic
influences could be shown. A striking example that proves the Corpus
Hemg.!alcum could scarcely be dated to the period of Moses is its men-
tion of the sculptor Phidias, who lived in the fifth century B.c.E. Casaubon
::o.nsidercd it quite possible that there had been a sage named Hermes
Tnszmegistus. who might, in fact, have lived in a remotely ancient period
of time, but he could not possibly have been the author of the Corpus Her-
meticum. These texts were therefore forgeries with which Christians had
sought to win pagans over to their doctrine.
. Although contemporaries severely criticized Casaubon’s book, his dat-
ing of the Corpus Hermeticum was widely accepted. Among scholars, Hermes
Trismegistus no longer enjoyed the legendary reputation that had been
accorded him in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, For many scholars
of the seventeenth century, the close connection of the Hermetic texts with
Egypt had been eliminated, and when they wrote about Egypt, they seldom
referred to the Corpus Hermeticum. For example, Herman Witsius, in his
Aegyptiaca, drew mostly on Plutarch’s On fiis and Osiris, on Dindorus’:; Lilwary
of f:!:'m::-y. and on Herodotus's Histeries. In the fifteenth and sixteenth cen-
turies the study of Egypt had largely been an analysis of Hermeticism, but
from now on, Egypt and Hermeticism went their separate ways, Da.s.auh-:rl;
had made the age of the texts auributed to Hermes Trismegisius into a
matter of contention,

Ca.sa.llbml, strictly speaking, had simply turned the argumentation of
the prisca sapientia upside down. Employing all due philological care
ome could, in the wake of Casaubon's publication, object that the lvxm:ui
correspondences showed only than the Biblical and -Elrl'm:-lir teaelitions
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drew on the same basic divine revelation. In this inner conceptual con-
sistency of the two traditions, Marsilio Ficino had seen an indication thai
the Corpus Hermeticum was part of the frisca theologia, and all of alchemo-
Paracelsism had considered this consonance as natural, for Moses and
Hermes had received their revelation from the same Holy Spirit. One
could also argue, with lamblichus, that the Hermetica preserved in Greek
had been translated from the Egyptian language, and were stages of the
editing of a work that was much older in its philosophical and theological

content,

Cudwaorth's Attempl fo Rehabilitate Hermeticism

Hermeticism received one of its most distinguished expressions in the
work of the so-called Cambridge Platonists, The representatives of this
school were connected with the Protestant faith, and were enthusiastic stu-
dents of Plato, the Neoplatonists, and the texts of the Corprus Hermeticum,
Even after Casaubon's critique, Marsilio Ficino's philesophy and his image
of Hermes exercised an influence on the writings of Ralph Cudworth,
Henry More, and Herbert of Cherbury. '

Ralph Cudworth staunchly defended the Corpus Hermeticum. From 1654
on he was Master of Christ's College at Cambridge and a member ol the
Royal Society. In 1678 he published his principal, comprehensive work,
The True Intellectual System of the Universe, which was an attempl 1o relute
the philosophy of Thomas Hobbes and atheism.* All men necessavily pos
sess, according to Cudworth, the concept of the one God whom Christiane
also worship. This fact showed, Cudworth observed, that Cheistian veligion
is characteristic of all high cultures and necessary for true lnman exis
tence. Like Mornay a century before him, Cudworth uscel the exinple ol
Hermeticism in an attempt to establish that thinking man co del comeive
of none other than the triune God.

Beneath the polytheistic surface of Egyptian religion, Cudworth wished
{0 see a monotheistic core, and, to this end, he called on many weilers ol
classical and late classical antiquity. The Egyptians had distingeuished i
tween a “vulgar and fabulous” theology and ene that was “arcme, recondite,
and true.” The latter was taught “by Fables or Allegorics, aned by Symboly
or Hieroglyphicks.” Moses was initiated inta this 71 licroglyphick Learning,
and Metaphysical Theology,™ and thus into Fgyptinn monotheis, This

q, 'I{'.||||'||. Counalwisgihy, The Treee Tetedloefirad Sysfery of S Utrrereese A asmnabonn, DO v,
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esoteric, scarcely accessible monotheistic doctrine, according to Cudworth,
manifested itself in the Hermetic writings. In his argument, Cudworth in
no way overlooked Casaubon’s criticism of the usual dating of the Hermetic
texts. He maintained, however, that Casaubon was insufficiently discrimi-
nating in his research and that his arguments applied only to two or three
of the tractates in the Corpus Hermeticum. Thus Casaubon had subjected all
the heterogeneous material to a single verdict and, based on this exror, had
declared the Corpus Hermeticum a Christian work. '

And probably he was lead into this mistake, by reason of his too securely fol-
lowing that valgar Error [ ... ] that all that was published by Ficinus under
the r}am:: ol Hermes Trismegist, was but one and the same Book Pasnnder,
consisting of several Chapters, whereas they are all indeed so many Distinet
and Independent Books, whereof Paemander is only placed First.”

Some of the Hermetic texts should, in fact, be redated, according to
Cudworth, but not all of them: Casaubon’s critique did not apply to
the Asclepius and other books. Cudworth believed in the existence of a
Thoth, who was called Hermes by the Greeks and Mercury by the Romans.
From classical literature, he derived an image of Hermes as the “first in-
ventor of the arts and sciences” and of “hieroglyphic learning,” and also
the conveyer of an antediluvian knowledge,

Although traces of revisions from the Christian period could be dis-
cerned in the Hermetic texts, they did not speak against the possibility that
the original texts were considerably older. Cudworth rejected Casaubon’s
argument, not just formally but also regarding its content, contending
that, because the Platonists and Pythagoreans, and the Greeks as a whole,
had derived their doctrines from Egypt, Casaubon’s historical and exitical
attack could be inverted, making it possible to argue along the lines of the
Hermetic legitimation legends:

But First, it is here considerable, that since Pythagorism, Platonism and the
Greek Learning in general, was in great part derived from the Egyptians, it
cannot be concluded, that whatsoever is Platonical or Grecanical, therefore
was not Egyptian.”

Some scholars, even after Casaubon's redating, were thus able to ox-
press esteem for Hermes Trismegistus and the Hermetic texts, Although
Casaubon’s critique had largely won the day, it did not irrevocably veverse
the verdict regarding Hermeticism,

7. |||':|:i..]r|:| A,
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Critigue and End of Hermeticism?

Casaubon was not the first to question the extremely early date ai-
tributed to the Hermetic texts, Also skeptical was the Calvinist Matthien
Berodale, who suggested that the writings were forged. In 1575 Berodale
wrote:

Some elaim that Hermes is older than Pharaoh, as Suidas said. Itis clear from
the work called Pasmander that is ascribed to him that this view is false. For it
mentions the Sibyls, who were many centuries after Pharach. Also, the Acsoie
lapius to whom Hermes is writing mentions Phidias, who lived in the tinue ol
Pericles. It is thus clear that that book of Mercurius Trismegistus is forged.”

That the Sibyls are mentioned cannot be blamed on the Asclepins. lov it
was Ficino who introduced them in his translation, and yet the argument
here is similar to Casaubon’s: many indications speak against a text lrom
remote antiquity and in favor of a forgery.

Adrien Turnéhbe {1512-1565) had already pointed out that the men
tion of Phidias in the Corpus Hermeticum (XVILL, 4) showed that this text
could not have stemmed from a primeval Hermes Trismegisins, In 1567
his pupil, Gilbert Genebrard {1535-1597}, dated the Corfres Hevielteam 1o
the fourth century B.C.E., for the Egyptians had first learned the Greek Lan
guage with the Hellenization of Egypt. Prior to the conquest of Alexander,
it had scarcely been possible for Egyptians to write in Greek. In the seconl
edition of his Chronographia, published in 1580, Genebrad carvied his el
ing proposal further, remarking that the Pimander mentioned the Silwls,
who had lived centuries after Moses. Like Casaubon Euer, and Turnehe
before him, he also adduced the mention of Phidias as a decisive critenion
for redating the Corpus.

For Frances A. Yates, the appearance of Casaubon’s critique of the Corfan
Hermeticum in 1614 marked the end of the Renaissance." And Anthony
Grafton sees a caesura in the history of Hermeticism, for in leawrmed cincles
there remained scarcely a defender of the legendary antiquity of the e
metic writings. Scholars widely accepted a vedating of the Corfins, il
even the thesis of a forgery in the lirst centuries of the present e,

Cudworth'’s defense of Hermeticism did not renein withont conse
quences, not for the image ol Egypt but lor Hevmeticism isell As Jan
Assmann pointed out, his examination of the Hermene ests showed thia
the important question was no longer that ol abatinge sl chvomalopy Tt
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rather the authenticity of Hermetic thought. Cudworth saw an articula-
tion of authentic ancient Egyptian thought in some of the Hermetic texts,
and, in fact, connections do exist between the theological developments
of the New Kingdom in ancient Egypt and the “One-and-All" doctrine
of the Corprus Hermeticum. In the seventeenth century, however, this point
could not be demonstrated on the basis of original Egyptian sources, for
these could not be read prior to the nineteenth century. Hermeticism
thus lost much of its prestige: the texts of the Corpus Hermeticum were no
longer counted as a valid expression of ancient Egyptian wisdom.

Casaubon’s book had, at first, no repercussions on the Hermes Trismegis-
tus of the alchemists and Paracelsists, for his critique seemed irrelevant to
the texts that concerned them, Others, however, cast doubt on the age and
authenticity of the Hermetic texts on which alchemo-Hermeticism relied,
Thus, Nicolas Guibert (1547-1620) maintained that the Tabulz Smaragdina
had to be inauthentic, and that it could not possibly have stemmed from
Hermes Trismegistus, for the ancients had not once mentioned alchemy
by name. In the Tabula, moreover, gold and silver were designated by the
names of planets, a practice introduced by Proclus in his commentary on
the Timaeus.!!

In his Oedipus Aegypticeus (The Egyptian Oedipus) of 1652-54, the Jesuit
Athanasius Kircher'® was one of the few writers to include not only the
Corfrus Hermeticum but also the Tabula Smaragding among the writings of
Hermes Trismegistus. He also cited a number of Arab Hermetica, both in
Arabic and Latin translation. _

Kircher, in his book, does not doubt that the ancient Egyptian kings were
able 1o amass rich treasures by obtaining gold, but the gold, he contends,
was acquired by mining, not alchemy. Entirely unclear is who the author of
the Tabula Smaragdinag was or where and when he lived or in what language
he originally composed this tractate. This text remained unknown, how-
ever, to the Greek philosophers who came to Egypt to study Hermetic wis-
dom; it was probably a forgery ascribed to Hermes, the “most ancient of all
philosophers,” to lend it a greater antiquity and thus also higher prestige.

Kircher understood the Tabula Smaragding as a collection of paraphrases
of the Pimander, the Asclefius, and writings of Tamblichus and Proclus,
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He saw the Tabula as nothing more than the expression of a “One-and-
All" doctrine that was already to be found in Plato’s Parmenides and in the
Hermetic Aselepius, In this way he integrated the alchemical Hermeticism
of the Tabula Smaragdinainto the history of philosophical-theological texis
and of the Corjrus Hermebicunt,

Kircher attests to the variety and lack of clarity of the Hermetic texts.
His Oedipus Aegyptiacus contains a complete copy of the text of the Tabuly
Smaragdina and a detailed commentary on it, along with lengthy passages
from the Asclepius and the Corpus Hermeticum. .

Kircher entirely overlooks Casaubon’s cnitique of the Corprus Hermeticiom,
but he assumes that Hermes Trismegistus is a composite of several histori
cal personalities.”

Conflict over the Legitimacy of the “Hermetic Art”

The Tabula Smaragdina and the Hermetic texts of alchemical content ilos
not seem, at first, to have been affected by Casaubon’s critique. The situa
tion changed fundamentally, however, in the mid-seventeenth ccn}un-..ln
1648 Hermann Conring, Professor of Medicine at Helmstedt Umw;:'m.h.
published a work entitled De hermetica Aegyptiorunt velere ef nova Pamcn{.-.-n i
rum medicina liber unus (A book on the ancient Hermetic medicine of the
Egyptians and the new medicine of the Paracelsists), in xt;hich he clhal
lenged the validity of alchemo-Paracelsism and its legjtimanm? legendls, )

Conring's purpose was to investigate wh ether the “school of Parjacu II!-'uH.*.
could rightly appeal to a Hermetic tradition. In a source analysis f’i 1.|w
Hermetic literature, chiefly texts of classical and late classical antiquity,
he sided with Casaubon, affirming that all books that laid claim to being
written by Hermes Trismegistus were forgeries. Evidently, Conring con
tended, there was never a man with this name, and the legendary cultural
innovations also did not amount to much. The medicine of the Egyptians
was pure superstition, far surpassed by that of the Greeks; the same was
true for mathematics, physics, and philosophy. o

After this general attack on the Paracelsists’ image of Egypt, (..unrmp,r‘
turned to his actual opponent. Although the new Hermetic medicine Tl
almost nothing in common with ancient Hermetic meselicinge, it oo, v o
be rejected, for it was magic, irreconcilable with either EI]n'isli'.ulu hvh.rl o
general custom. The Paracelsists were hawrming, not helping, el paticnts.

Neveriheless, Hermeticism enjoyed, as Conring acknowle R T TIY
interruptedly good reputation. He wondered only how it was it s
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Hermeticism laid elaim to have originated with Hermes Trismegistus, and
how it was that the adherents of Paracelsist doctrines called themselves
“Hermetists,” not “Paracelsists.” Conring suspected that Paracelsus and
his followers intentionally abused the traditional esteem for Hermes Tris-
megistus to create prestige for their own doctrines, Among the Paracel-
sists, the name of Paracelsus was closely connected with that of Hermes
Trismegistus, and their cures had made their reputation under the name
of Hermes Trismegistus. Theophrastus von Hohenheim and his earliest
and most important adherents had never themselves declared support
for Hermes. The similarity of ancient Egyptian and modern Paracelsist
Hermeticism amounted to nothing more than self-aggrandizing and a
theologically false understanding of the concept of revelation. Both tradi-
tions believed that they received direct, divine revelation that had been
handed down in their texts. But the modern adherents of Hermes Tris-
megistus, though they adorned themselves with his name, knew absolutely
nothing of the ancient Egyptian Hermetic doctrines, They erroneously
presumed that Hermes was the creator of “chemiatric” medicine, and that
they themselves stood in a tradition that this Egyptian had founded:

It must in [act also be maintained that neither Paracelsus noe his disciples,
who have assumed the name of Hermetists, have had any knowledge of an-
cient Hermetic medicine. At any rate, nothing is to be founcd in their writings
of what we have collected and made note of above [in this wext], And for this
reason, they have had no other reason to call themselves Flermetists than
that they believed that the origin of alchemical medicine was in that master;
it is with respect to these matters that these people give themselves airs.™

Conring disputed contemporary Hermeticism in two respects: the Para-
celsist cures were useless, even dangerous, and their historical legitima-
tion legends were without substance, as no connection existed between
the content of Paracelsism and that of ancient Hermeticism. The appeal
to ancient Egyptian Hermeticism was futile, for ancient Egyptian cultural
innovations were grossly overrated, and the Corpus Hermeticum was not a
text from remote antiquity.

Conring attacked only the texts of the Corpus Hermeticum that he knew
from the editions of Patrizi and Ficino, He supported Patrizi’s opinion that
the portions of texts grouped together under the title Poimandershould be
viewed not as segments of a single, coherent text but as a heterogencous
collection of independent tractates, After reviewing Casaubon’s eritique
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in detail, he offered reason to think that some portions were writiei i
the Graeco-Hellenistic, and not just the Christian, spirit, and to this exien
could not count as Christian forgeries. After a brief paraphrase of the tr
tates of the Corfrus Hermeticum, Conring came to this conclusion:

From all this, what we have said is truly clear; that these texts, which Marsilio
Ficino first published and translated into Latin under the name Paemeiides
are of diverse origin and by different authors, that it seems some are to (%
understood [as being] by Christians and others by Platonists, that they were
fabricated under the name of Hermes, and that a very small amount seems
to correspond to ancient Egyptian doctrine."

Conring also cites some texis regarding the Philosophers’ Stone, though
without more detailed mention of them. There could be only remmnis
of Egyptian knowledge in certain Hermetic texts, and the rest were e
pseudepigrapha. Just as the Hermetic texts offered little genuine evidenoe
of ancient Egyptian wisdom, so, too, Hermes Trismegistus could not be
viewed as the most important founder of Egyptian culture. In particular,
the Paracelsists’ claim of Hermes' primacy in medical matters was absurd.

When Conring, a professor of medicine and adherent of Aristotle, at-
tacked Hermeticism, defenders charged into the arena. In 1674 Olaus
Borrichius, in direct opposition to Conring's invective, published Hermetis
Aegypliorum et Chemicorum Sapientia (The wisdom of Hermes, the Egyptians,
and the chemists).

The title of Borrichius's book, which exactly paralleled Hermann Con-
ring’s, could have been “Wie Du mir, so ich Dir" (Tit for tat), Alier al-
tempting to establish the superiority and dignity of ancient Hermeticism,
Borrichius affirmed that the Paracelsists, contrary to Conring’s assertion,
stood in a single Hermetic tradition with the ancient Egyptians. Paracelsos
and his adherents cultivated a science that was not only ancient and ven
erable but also reasonable, and they were entirely correct in invoking the
name of Hermes Trismegistus.

Borrichius cited Conring's invectives and tried to demonsirite, in de
tail, how the latter had erred in his judgments. In Borrichius’s elfort o
stress the dignity of Hermes Trismegistus, his book grew into i compen
dium of ancient Hermetic citations, listing Conring’s theses wd veles
ences to demonstrate that Conring had incorrectly anel inadequately
interpreted these mostly classical and late classical sources. As heatedly as
Conring disputed the dignity of Hermeticism, so Borvichins allivmed the
exact opposite, The wisdom of the Egyptians was, even beyvond medicine,
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extraordinary. Greco-Roman culture owed much to Egyptian culture, and
therelore it was mindless to rank the former over the latter.

In defending Hermeticism, Borrichius did not respond to the redating
of the Corpus Hermeticum; he did not mention Casaubon, nor did he at-
tempt to defend the Corprus Hermeticwm, He cited many remarks concern-
ing Hermes Trismegistus, but very few by Hermes himself, This lack is all
the more surprising, because, although Borrichius disagreed with nearly
all Conring's theses, he overlooked his adversary’s detailed discussion of
the Corfries Hermeticum.

The conflict between Conring and Borrichius, which was continued into
yet other publications, served to emphasize that neither of these men ever
distinguished between Hermes the theologian-philosopher and Hermes
the father of alchemy, Conring used Casaubon’s critique against alchemo-
Paracelsism, but he did notacknowledge that the Corpres Hermeticum plaved
only a minor role in the writings of the Paracelsists. Similarly Borrichius,
in defending Hermes, also failed to make the distinction, and also seems
to have seen no reason to do so. For him, the accounts regarding Hermes
were more important than his texts, Obviously he saw in the Hermetic
1eX1s No necessary, or even normative, basis for the Ay Hermetica,

2. Hermeticism and the Modern Natural Sciences

The question of the scientific eredibility of Hermeticism was clearly
posed in the course of the seventeenth century, with the rise of mod-
ern science. That the proponents of alchemy in this period staunchly
affirmed its scientific character was part of their struggle for social recog-
nition. But what lurked behind the assertion that they were promoting
true science?

In the historiography of science, Hermeticism is often taken to be an
escapist viewpoint of the early modern period. As a “non-‘rationalistic’
philosophy that found a strong subliminal resonance from the Reforma-
tion up to the nineteenth cenmry,™" it has not been understood as a com-
ponent of a scientific development according to the motto “from myth
to reason.” Its adherents have been considered lunatics or frauds, coun-
terimages to such heroes of science as Francis Bacon, Isaac Newton, and
Robert Boyle, Hermeticism has thus often been seen as the paradigm of
an early modern science that fell entirely by the wayside with the scientilic
innovations of the seventeenth century, The positivistic historicism of the
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nineteenth century saw the Ars Flermetica as merely an “aberration in cul-
tural history.”"’

Some scholars, however, have understood alchemy to be the basis of mod-
ern chemistry. It is known that even the heroes of the Enlightenment had
an affinity for the “dark thinkers,” for example, Newton intensively studied
and made use of alchemical texts. Frances A. Yates’s thesis regarding the
importance of Hermeticism in the development of early modern science
caused quite a sensation with its assertion that the magical-Hermetic tradi-
tion exerted a distinct influence on the origin of the modern sciences. With
his knowledge and understanding, the Renaissance magus used the hidden
powers of nature to bring the obscure to light, and thus was the prototypi
of the modern scientist who strives to dispel the mysteries of nature through
his experiments.” But along with his magical-cabalistic numerological spec-
ulations, the magus had also already employed a quantifying method, which
he used to make measurements, discern proportions, and try to symbolize
the relationships between ontologically differentiated beings. Hermeticism
had understood the Copernican picture of the world as a magical symbaol
and thus established a close relationship between IHermetic beliels and
modern science.'” According to Yates, the concept of mastering nature had
already, at the end of the sixteenth century, brought scholars such as atvi,
Campanella, and Bruno o the point where they were gathering all the sages
together into a religion of nature and working on a program of social, et
physical, and religious reform. Although the Church opposed these hetern
dox endeavors—indeed, Patrizi’s Nova de Universalis Phifosofliia Landded on
the Index, Campanella was thrown into prison, and Bruno was burned-the
methodology of natural magic represented by these three thinkers proshiedd
its way into the modern sciences. This much is clear at least in the cae
of Giordano Bruno, who, using Hermetic texts, participated in the bieak
through of the Copernican revolution. And as for Copernicns (1151040
himself, had he not, if only in passing, appealed to the Hermetic texis o
clarify his heliocentric image of the cosmos?

Yates's thesis found widespread acceptance but also staunch criticisim,
One opponent was Robert S, Westman, who demonstrated convine
that the impulse to understand the cosmos according to the Copernican
medel did not follow from the texts of the Carfees Hevmetienm. The thesiy

was untenalle, Westnan asserted, for none of the thinkers, who, according,
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to Yales, were important representatives of the Hermetice tradition, had in-
terpreted the Copernican image of the cosmos as a magical symbaol. There
was no actual Hermetic explanation of Copernicanism, and Bruno was the
only thinker who connected the Copernican image of the cosmaos with
Hermeticism and the concepts of Ficino. Further, the concept of magus
had no significant influence on the scientific revolution of the early mod-
ern period.”

5iill, although Yates's thesis has been widely refuted, she succeeded in
drawing attention to the fact that Hermeticism, as portrayed by Ficino and
Bruno as part of Neoplatonic philosophy, was conceptually and scientifi-
cally state of the art in its day. Can we say the same of the Hermeticism of
alchemo-Paracelsism?

Moritz von Hessen-Kassel had established a chair in alchemy at Marburg
University, and among the university professors were adherents of the A
Hermetica such as Olaus Borrichius and Joachim Tancke, Others, including
Daniel Sennert (1572-1637), who was Professor of Medicine at Wittenberg,
strove for a synthesis of Paracelsist chemiatry and the doctrines of Aristotle
and Galen. The relationship between the “Hermetic art” and the traditional
science of the early modern period seems problematic but not incompati-
ble. Did those writers who consciously and emphatically referred to Hermes
Trismegistus share a particular concept of science?

Benedikt Nikolaus Petraeus displayed a demonstrative Enlightenment
rhetoric in his Critique diber die Alchymistischen Schriften (Critique of the al-
chemical texts).” He warned against these texts, complaining that they
were mosily motivated by profit. He soon made it clear, however, that he
did not represent a positivistic concept of science and nature. As in the
older Hermetic texts, according to Petraeus, a true alchemist was required
to be pious and to rencunce worldly goods: "A true philosopher leaps only
heavenward, derides that which the world derides in him!” {p. 6). And the
critic should "not rashly run into the sacrarivm naturae or the sanctuary
of alchemy with unwashed hands” (p. 3). Only those who believed and un-
derstood were in a position to carry out the alchemical process. All others
must fail because of their technical and intellectual inadequacies,

Success can be achieved not by reason alone, Petracus contended, but
by reading the classics of the alchemical-Hermetic tradition, Since many

20, See Brinn Vickers, *Okkulte Wissenschalten,” folbuech TO86/87, ed, Wissensclalis-
kolleg au Berlin, Institute for Advanced Study (1988): 124-129,
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people did not understand the “oblique expressions and the meaning
they conceal” (p. 9}, they had to be patient and trust that, with time, God
would “show an even better means and way” to an adequate understand-
ing of the meaning of these texts. Because limited human reason was in-
sufficient, it was necessary to read the classics in order to climb “the ladder
of the sages” (p. 10) and attain true insight. Here, Petraeus displayed his
trust in a model of bookish “mysteries” or revelation: God would commu-
nicate to the enthusiast for alchemical texts a hermeneutic key to reading
and understanding the authorities of “Hermetic philosophy.”

Because of the difficulty in understanding the doctrines of alchemy,
which were “obscure, artificial words and enigmas” (p. 7), alchemy was
discredited in the eyes of many critics and fools. But these doctrines were
intended only for especially suitable men, and only these chosen persons
could understand the texis as allegory. There had to be men who were v
pable of comprehending their mysterious language andl had the rechnical
skill to put what they read into practice. Only when an understanding ol
the texts was applied in relevant, practical ways would it be clear whether
the texts had been understood and yielded their secrets to the reader. The
criterion of successful practice entailed, of course, no possibility ol falsily
ing the theory. The failure of laboratory practice showed only that the 1ex
had not been correctly interpreted. The writings of the ancient sages thus
had the status of unquestionable validity. Petraeus's Critigue displayed the
scientific understanding of an adherent of the Ars Hermetica. Employing
the motif of revelation and the topos of the mystery ol nature, Petracny
made a connection that often appears in the Hermetic texts of the seven
teenth century: the connection between scientific understanding and an
ethos of secrecy.

Initiation into the Mysteries of Hermetic Science

A Hermetist was someone who gnarded a mystery that obliged him
to secrecy. Many book titles display an obvious arcanophilia: Arcanun
Hermeticae Philosophiae (The secret of Hermetic philosophy),™ Adwana
Arcanissima {The most secret secrets),” and Flucidatio Secrelorum (I
planation of the secrets),” and, in subtitles, the reader is promised o
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Concentrierte] s| Geheimniiss der Natur (Concentrated mystery of nature)®
or an Elucidarius Purus Philosophicus De Universali Arcano (Pure philo-
sophical explanation of the secret of the universe) ™

In the foreword to the first volume of his German-language collection
of alchemical tractates, published in 1728, Friedrich Roth-Scholtz prom-
ised to present texts “that those with artistic taste and the enthusiast in
search of the mystery of nature should enjoy.” The reader of his collec-
tion could study “true wisdom and the great mysteries of nature.”™ What
Roth-5choliz undersiood by a "mystery” corresponded to the topos of the
mystery of nature.™ Mysteries of nature were considered 1o be the unseen
causes of natural phenomena, which were hidden to the senses but could
be discerned by reason. This topos originally had a purely epistemological
significance, referring to the difficulties experienced by human cognition
in understanding the causes of natural effects, but in the Middle Ages it
acquired an ontological meaning. The “mystery of nature” was reinter-
preted as a power that could be snatched away from nature, in the sense
of a relationship between latent power and manifest transposition of this
power in elfect. Ontologically “mystery” meant a status of being of nature
that does not stand necessarily opposite 1o the perceptible essence of the
object but rather is distinet from it.

This ontological meaning constitutes a large part of the concept of “mys-
tery” in the alchemical texts, and nearly every one of the titles mentioned
above is to be understood in this sense. The point was to lift this mystery
of nature so as to reveal the canses of natural processes, causes that were
hidden from the senses. This notion was almost a maxim of Hermetic re-
search: "Hermetic wisdom deals, in particular, with nature and its works; it
investigates the mysteries that lie hidden within i,

Against the background of the mystery of nature, the secrecy ethos
in the Hermetica at first seems incomprehensible, Why should there be
silence regarding knowledge of the latent forces of nature? Why should
“what holds the world together in its inmost folds” be kept secret?

25, Anonymaous, Hermer i niece, di. das Concentrieste Geheimniiss der Natar {Hamburg,
1705).
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In the eyes of the Hermetists of the early modern period, great dan-
gers were entailed in the possibility of having the forces of nature at one’s
disposal, in making use of the invisible powers and forces that rule the
world. And when it came to the power of the Philosophers” Stone, the
dangers of taking control of the world seemed especially clear. The Stone
had tar-reaching effects in conferring health and prosperity: it could act
against all manifestations of mortality; it could aid in the preparation of
gold and precious stones; and, as a medium of universal salvation, it could
bestow “all temporal bliss, corporal health, and earthly luck.™ Tt seemed
to open a path to redemption that was no longer tied to the crucifixion
of Christ and to divine autonomy in the act of salvation. The unbelieving,
selfish person was to be kept, at all costs, far away from this powerful re-
source. Since it was immanent in the world, the medium of redemption,
the Stone, had to be hidden:

And when the philosophers foune it by dint of great labor and industrions
ness, they obscured it with strange speech and mystery, lest it be revesled
to the unworthy and the precious pearls be cast to swine, for if just anyone
knew it, all industriousness and labor would cease, and man would devote
himself to nothing but this one thing, and people would not Tive righily, and
the world would perish, for out of their miserliness and because ol alun
dance, they would anger God ™

Maintaining the secret of the Stone was necessary to prevent the epaisti
man from obtaining a this-worldly salvation that would leave Tam unlet
tered by labor and need and thus unable to lead a life that was prleming
to God. 2

The authors of many Hermetic texts believed that a kind ol mitiation wis
needed so that the mystery regarding the Philosophers” Stone could only
be communicated to the faithful and the understanding and would renain
hidden from fools and unbelievers, A propaedeutic phase would prepine
man and make him receptive to a second phase, when a revelation would
be imparted. Those who wished to understand the Hermet i doetrines, sl
was often stated, had to avoid all independent efforts 1o acquire the neces
sary understanding through their own intellect. Insteael, they bl torenin
lrgely passive, “Tor it [is] impossible w diseover this seoret Ty ey ol
one’s own nitpicking: rather we must go o school with the wise anl leann
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from them, so that this mystery will be known.™ Only by purification can
the intellect be prepared for revelation, and the mind must allow itself to
be led. “For our intellect, which is in itself dark, must be lit by the sun of the
living knowledge that God alone grants in the art of the secret wisdom.™®
If the adept in alchemy takes this path of enlightenment to arrive at knowl-
cdge of the Philosopher’s Stone, which brings health and happiness, then
God will maintain his redemptive autonomy. Because the Stone could not
simply be found but had to be imparted to man through divine inspiration,
the decision over salvation or damnation remained God's.

Enigma, symbol, and allegory were thus considered suitable means of
making knowledge public but at the same time keeping it secret. This
form of published secret ensured that the text would be understood by
those to whom God had granted the necessary gifis. Through their com-
prehension of the texts, the worthy could be distinguished from the un-
worthy, who lacked comprehension. Thus the salutary properties of the
Philosophers’ Stone would not be accessible to those who should not have
access, but those who were wise would be able to grasp the deeper mean-
ing of the text; "“The metaphors, similes, and allegories with which the wise
have hidden the mystery of our secret philosophy will be obvious to us
and no longer hidden.™* Those who attained understanding by studying
the Hermetic writings would acquire a hermeneutic key to the allegorical
meanings of the texts.

In the foreword to Michael Sendivogius's Dieyfaches chemischen Kleinod
(Threefold chemical jewel), the author warned against the desire to un-
derstand a Hermetic text quickly and simply:

But no one should imagine that all is so neatly written by the syllable and the
character, spoon-fed, and ground out, for such would be contrary to God's
command.™

Nevertheless this text will be plain and clear, with no question left open,
for those who learned to understand it

[For] the true and clear light of nature shines into the most hidden corner
and ignites the innermost treasure chamber; it reveals all secret things, and

32. Anonymous, "De Lumine Nawwrae," in Aswwoli Philipi Thenphasti Bombasts von Ho
henheim Pavaeelsi [, . ] Opera (Strassburg, 1603), 2682686,
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to the god-fearing, sensible, industrious investigator of this sacred and secret
art, or, rather, God’s gift, it extends the key and places it in his hand ™

For those who were wise and understanding, the “mystery” of the alche-
mists was only an arcanum to be discovered and understood, a mystery of
nature they had to discern. But for fools it would remain a mystery, ever
hidden and incomprehensible.

Hermetic Science and Modern Natural Sciences

The model of understanding through initiation was intended to imm
nize Hermetic texts against criticism. In the Arcanwm Hermelicae Philosofhiae
(The secret of Hermetic philosophy), Jean d'Espagnet asked: Who showed
the critics “the sanctuary of this sacred science and led them in®™ Becise
they had not been initiated into this knowledge, detractors were in no posi
tion to criticize. In many defenses of alchemy, we see discrediting ol cvitics
as incompetent dilettantes who lack the high moral and intellectual qualifi
cations for mastering the alchemical processes. Only with difficulty can this
inspiration be reconciled with the new science.

The scientific revolution of the seventeenth century consisted, above all,
in a change in the criteria of rationality. Impelled by an antiauthorituianisim
directed against the monopoly on interpretation exercised by chiurch il
university scholasticism. It understood the search for truth not as agues
tion of the interpretation of a radition and its normative texts, butrather
as work on nature, Observations, experiments, quantilication, and nah
ematical interpretation—methods leading to knowledge ol the Luws pon
erning natural processes—were the credo of the new sciences, The sty
of nature was no longer a matter of reconstructing some long lorgoticn
knowledge, but of collecting and increasing new knowledge, The idea ol
the “hidden” thus lost its dignity; replacing the “mystery ol natie” was
ture itself as an object for research to uncover. Withoul necessary recouise
to the Bible, the Book of Natre was read according to its own Luws, leneding
encouragement to the secularization of the sciences. The two worlds were
uncoupled: religion and science were no longer united.

The scientific revolution also brought with it a change in the relation
ship between the visible and the invisible ™ Surlce phenomens were on
derstood to be the objects of rescarch, and, in documenting olservations
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of nature, methods of classification and quantification were systematized.
With that, science entered the public stage. Scientific organizations such
as the Roval Society and the Académie des Sciences institutionalized not
only research, but considered the development and dissemination of sci-
ence to be a general duty owed to the educated public,

This concept of science was clearly incompatible with the Ary Hermetica,
The very object of Hermetic science was to negate the superficial. Hermetic
researchers sought the inferna rerum, the effective causes of nature, and,
for this purpose, they believed it was necessary 1o penetrate the surface of
natural phenomena and explore their depths. Thus they reproached the
superficiality of Aristotelianism, believing, instead, that wisdom derived
from the ability to see what lay beneath the surface.

Corresponding to the Hermetic-Platonic ontology of two levels was the
hermeneutic of two levels. Just as the Hermeticist wished 1o penctrate into
nature’s hidden interior, so he wished to delve into the hidden meaning
of the text, Many writers of Hermetic texts demanded an allegorical read-
ing. The literal meaning was not to be believed, the truth of a text could
be revealed only by interpreting it symbolically. This allegorical approach,
however, was outside rational methodology; rather, it was guided by divine
inspiration. Revelations, of course, were scarcely suited to public debate
and scientific criticism. The fundamental ideal of the public nature of sci-
ence, with its criterion of intersubjective review via criticism and control
of research results, was incompatible with a hermeneutic of symbolism
and with the concept of individual divine inspiration. Although some
self-proclaimed philosophers of alchemy claimed to be making straight-
forward accounts of the mysteries of nature, they failed to made good on
this claim in their writings.

Hermeticisim, with its hermeneutic, remained committed to a tradi-
tional belief in authority. Tts adherents held that the doctrinal content
of the authoritative texts of the Ars Hermetica could never be falsified
but only verified—which is the opposite of a fundamental postulate of
the philosophy of science. Although successful practice was a sign of
the true, divinely inspired, competent Hermetist, failure in the labora-
tory could never refute the natural philosophical doctrine of the Tabula
Swmearagding, the alchemists’ Bible, Hermetic doctrine was thus categori-
cally declared to be true and feasible. Because the task of the Hermerist,
enlightened by spirit, was to understand the sensus Hermeticus of a text,
the selfreferentiality of many Hermetic writings and the beliel that their

intrinsic value lay in the very fact of their compilation, perhaps did noi
obstruct his view of natare, And, Tor the ermetist, this beliel immu-
nized the Hlermetio tesis against o cvitical examination of their natorl

philosophical theses,
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3. Hermeticism and Pietism

Post-Reformation Hermeticism cannot he unambiguously classified with
any of the major confessions. But alchemo-Paracelsism did have an affin-
ity for the Reformation movements: Senior hurled insults at the papacy
and Paracelsus sympathized with the Reformers, but Hermeticism n no
way merged into Protestantism. In Counterreformation circles, Athanasius
Kircher and others made use of Hermetic literature and were among the
heroes of early modern Hermeticism who had reservations regarding
Protestantism: Paracelsus rejected superficial forms of religiosity, such as
ornate churches, and Sebastian Franck polemicized against any form ol
institutionalized Christianity. In a counter move, at the end of the sev
enteeth century, Martin Luther pronounced his verdict against “Fanatics”
and set the fuse that would explode the conflict between mystical-Hermetic
groups and orthodox Lutherans. At that historical point, the connection
between Hermeticism and mystical traditions led to conflict over the
Hermetic roots of Pietism,

Colberg's Ixposure of the Platonic Core of Hermeticism

Das Platonisch-Hermetische Chrisienthum (Platonic-Hermetic Cheistaniy),
written by Ehregott Daniel Colberg (1659-1698) and published in 100,
was a general attack on the so-called fanatical movements ol the time
By means of a “historical account of the origin and various sccts of con
temporary fanatical theology,™ Colberg, an erthedox Lutheran, wisheal 1o
demonstrate that the fanatics were rooted in Platonism and Hevmeticimn,
and thus were all heretical.

Colberg stressed that Paracelsists, Rosicrucians, Quakers, andd Babinisis
all appealed to Hermes Trismegistus as their spiritual Gather: "Todays
natics boast that they derive their science from Hermes™ (p. 90). Thewe
fanatics erroncously believed that Hermes was the vehicle of a primeval,
Adamic wisdom. Colberg did not doubt that Hermes Trismegistus Tl
been a real person, but he considered it an established Faet that the s
supposed writings were pseudepigrapha. All the Paracelsisis” legends abou
Hermes were a “haseless poem” (p. 99) with no historical evidence, Tooop
posing the assertion that Hermetic doctrine originated in antediluvian on
Maosaie antigquity, Colberg assumed that the texts dealing with the N T
phers’ Stone were composed around the year 300 e In his evitiguae of the
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Paracelsists’ image of Hermes, Colberg, along with Pierre Gassendi, relied
primarily on Hermann Conring and Isaac Casanbon, The Paracelsic texts
contained no ancient Egyptian teaching but rather Platonic and Christian
doctrines “put together by heretics of the ancient Church” {p. 10, Colberg
used the term “Platonic-Hermetic Christianity” 1o designate an illegitimarte
concoction of Christian content and pagan ideas, His thesis was as simple as
itwas trenchant: the fanatics belonged to a mystical tradition with the stamp
of the medieval mystic Johannes Tauler and the " theslogia tewtsch” (German
theology), but its most ancient roots lay in Platonism.

Ifwe reacd Henmes, Plato, the cabalists, the allegorists, Philo Judaens, Origen,
or Tauler, it becomes palpable: the modern masters have borrowed their doc-
trines and opinions from the same writers, (p. 98)

After Colberg’s historical and genetic destruction of the Hermetic legiti-
mation legends, which he modeled after Conring, Colberg could now at-
tack all who invoked a Platonic-Hermetic heritage: he stigmatized Ficino

as a conjurer, and, in particular, attacked Paracelsus as immersed in a tra-
dition packed with

cabala, magia, chymia, and the ancient pagan authors who wrote about
the Philosophers’ Stone. In particular, he based himsell on the writings of
Hermes Trismegistus, Pythagoras, Plato, and their followers, wherein con-
course with evil spirits did not little encourage him. {p. 187}

The authorities of the frisca theplogia, whom Ficino and Lactantius saw as
proto-Christian prophets of Christ, Colberg viewed as sacrificial offerings
of a devilish inspiration, The legitimation legends of Hermeticism were
thus upturned, for the Platonic philosophy from whose line of tradition
they stemmed was no longer the complement to revelation but, instead,
condemned as magical superstition.

Plate Mysticus or the Hermetic Devil

The orthodox Lutheran Friedrich Christian Blicher attacked Pietism -

using arguments similar to Colberg's. Already in his book Menses pietistici,
die Tieffe des Sathans in dem Hermetisch-Zovoastriseh-Pythagovisch-Platonisch-
Cabbalistischen Christentum der Pietisten (Pietistic menstruations, the depths
of Satan in the Hermetic-Zoroastrian-Pythagorean-Platonic-Cabalistic
Christianity of the Pietists), he made Hermeticism out 1o be one of the
roots of Pietism. In 1699 his Plato Mystiens | oL | Pietistiscle Deberednesiim

mmunig Mt der Heidwiselen Plhilfosofiliia Platonis Und seiver Nechjolger (Mystical
Plaes o Pietistic agrvecment with the heathen philosopdy ol Placo s his
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successors) attempted to clarity the extent to which Pietism was descended
from ancient paganism.” With Platonism, Biicher declared, devilish no-
tions had slipped into the Pietism of Philipp Jakob Spener (1635-1705):

From an evident parallelism of Spener’s doctrines with Plato’s philosophy, it
will be made elear that, with time, a truly heathenish theology and the most
dangerous devil-doctrines [ .. . ] were introduced into the Christian Church
unnoticed. {unpaginated foreword)

Unlike Aristotelian philosophy, against which Spener repeatedly agitated,
Platonism was a dangerous heresy. Anyone who assumed that Platonic
Hermeticism was a prophetic precursor of Christianity was evilly deceived,
according to Biicher, for heathenish-devilish doctrines were slipped in
under the guise of feigned Christian concepts, For him, the Platonic tradi-
tion was a manifestation of decline, of heathen sorcery: “The philosophy
of the Pythagoreans and Platonists was nothing more than a patchwork
garment, a beggar’s cloak pieced together out of teachings from ancicnt
conjurers in Egypt, Thrace, Asia, and Persia” (p. 193, Plato had mixed
Socrates’ teachings with Egyptian and Pythagorean philosophemes. Fven
worse than Plato were “Plotinus, Porphyry, lamblichus, Apuleius, [ . .. who
were obvious conjurers,” Biicher took up the topos of travel to Fyyp! anil
radically reevaluated it: what was communicated to the Greeks in Fgypt
were not important cultural techniques but rather demonic-devilish
practices that belonged to Platonic philosophy and were the Tasis ol all
heresies.

Pietistic Anti-Hermeticism

Spener, the “father of Pietism,” in 1700, defended Dimsell e il
against these attacks, maintaining that he had built his doctrine exi I
sively on the hasis of the Bible. And since there were incontestable paral
lels between his concepts and those of Plato, he reckoned that later il
also read Holy Scripture,

Spener's defense appeared in the foreword to a book that was a lengihy
afiologia for Pietism and its roots, Balthasar Kopke's Sapientio Dei in Mysterio
Crucis Christi Abseondite {The wisdom of God Didden in the mystery ol
Christ’s Cross)." His central thesis was that the “origin ol toe mystical
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theology [ ... ] is not to be sought in Plato and his writings but in Holy
Scripture, in the Apostles and prophets, and in Lord Christ himself”
(p. 1). He distinguished between true and false mystical traditions. True
mystical theology began with Abraham and made its way to Egypt with
Joseph, “who was sent to Egypt by God [ . . . | bearing the secret wisdom,
or the believing spirit of Abraham.” All the achievements atiributed 1o
the Egyptians were owing to Joseph's deeds in Egypt:

Various persons among them doubtless adopted this secret wisdom of Joseph,
and it was then a glorious light of the true, salvational knowledge of God in
the Messiah in Egypt in the time of Joseph [ ... ] That is the origin of true
mystical theology in Egypt. (p. 120)

Many Egyptian priests, according to Spener, responded to Joseph with
envy and attempted to emulate his doctrine. Out of arrogance and stupid-
ity, however, they endeavored to “suppress the true wisdom and spread
false doctrine in its place.” Egypt thus “fell into the most shameful idolatry
and blindness [ ... ] and built temples to the most loathsome creatures
{before which human nature is appalled) and founded a special, idola-
trous cult for them” (pp. 12-13). Yet the true wisdom did not completely
disappear from Egypt, Spener observed. Envious as they were, the Egyp-
tians did not wish to acknowledge that their wisdom had Jewish sources,
and so they falsely maintained that Hermes Trismegistus had composed
these writings:

Meanwhile, the Egyptian sages retained much that was similar to the truth,
but out of hate and envy, they did not wish to acknowledge that they had re-
ceived it from Joseph and the descendants of Jacob. Rather, they attribured it
to anather author or originator, whom they called Hermes or Mercury, about
whom various things are to be vead among the heathen writers, (p. 13)

Hermeticism, Spener went on, thus contained traces of the true wisdom
of the Jewish people, but Joseph’s wisdom came to be mingled with pagan
thought, The Hermetic texts were therefore “a beggar's cloak patched to-
gether out of Christian, Platonic, and Egyptian doctrine” (p. 15). If there
had even been a Hermes, he was in no way the great sage of whom the an-
cient writers spoke; instead, “Hermes was the most distinguished servant
[of King Mizraim] and a useful man in Egypt who contributed much that
was good in Egypt, for which reason his memory was held in honor, and
he was called Trismepgistus, or thrice-great” {p. 14).

In the text of Kopke's Safdentioe Dei, the imagge ol Egypt, and thos bis as-
sesstnent of the Tlermaetic teses, were based on the Exodos narvative, gy

served as the negative foil Tor the redemption story, and, incconteast, the
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religious and intellectual virtues of the Jewish people became evident. De-
spite all his dogmatism and his historical and literary ignorance, Kdpke’s
image of Hermes and Egypt was curiously original. He declared Joseph
to have been more or less the author of the Hermetic texts, or at least
the originator of the true core of these writings, thus allowing them a bit
of their dignity. In his strict orientation to biblical heilsgeschichte, he cited
Edward Stillingfleet (1635-1694). In his Origines Sacrae (Sacred origins),
stillingfleet, Bishop of Worchester and founder of Latitudinarianism, fash-
ioned his critique of Hermeticism using Hermann Conring.

4. The Decrepitude of Hermeticism?

Bitter conflict erupted at the end of the seventeenth century over the le
gitimacy of Pietistic practices and the question of whether Platonic and
Hermetic doctrines constituted the basis of Pietism. Although some Pietists
defended Plato against the attacks of orthodox Lutherans, the dignity of
Hermes Trismegistus seems to have been lost. Pictism was characterized
by the antagonistically construed image of irreconcilable tension hetween
pagan antiquity—the epitome of all that is worldly—and decp respect lod
early Christianity,

This narrow concept of heilsgeschichte did not permit Pietists to conteim
plate a humanistic reconciliation of Platonic-Hermetic and Ghyistian tia
ditions, as Ficino, Mornay, and even Franck had suggested. Becanse ol
Casaubon's critique, which Hermann Conring transmitied o Tos it b
on Hermeticism, the Hermetic texts had lost their good standing. Aoy
both the Pietists and the partisans of Reform orthodoxy, there were no il
vocates of Hermeticism, no one who was willing to stand, with Cadwenily,
and defend Hermetic thought,

Except for what concerned the quarrel over the historical voots ol Pietinm
or Paracelsism, Hermeticism was ignored. Gottfried Arnold (16661711},
a learned Pietist, in his Kirchen- und Ketzerhistorie (History ol Chuavel
heresy), written in 1699-1703, avoided any mention of Hermes whintsover,
an especially striking omission in the rather lengthy passages deve el 1o
Paracelsus. Arnold also made no mention of Plato and all the weiters ol
Platonic-Hermetic Christianity, Hermeticism Bad Tost is Tovomer statos s
the embodiment of the suceessiul unity of scienee, rulership, and theal
opy. In the context of dogmatic orientation (o the Bl ol Lt s ven
et aainst “Eunaties,” Flermeticism haed Decome nothiog more than o Lol
o trvee Dbeliel aoned penuwine wisdom,

Tlhee seventecnth century was e s wfrea Borvitale™ o Dlevimeticisim,
First came the shatteving of s legitinaion Tegends and the concep o
a primeval padivon of wisdons that began with Tlevmes risimeyggistun, the
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Egyptian. Next, Hermeticism lost its reputation as a respectable science
in the scholarly community. Up to the seventeenth century it had been
possible to view Hermetic writings as compatible with contemporary crite-
ria of scientific rationality. With the rise of modern science, however, the
religious orientation of Hermeticism, with its ontology of the hidden and
its semiotics of symbolism, prevented it from being a part of the epistemo-
logical basis of the modern natural sciences.

V Eighteenth and Nineteenth
Centuries

Between Occultism and Enlightenment

In the course of the seventeenth century, Hermeticism and its eponymaons
founder lost much of their prestige. The distinction between deceptive
surface and hidden core of essence proved irreconcilable with the newly
emerging natural sciences. In the wake of the treatments by Casaubon il
Conring, scholars no longer regarded the Corpus Hermeticum as primeval,
divine revelation. Indeed, in the eighteenth century, we see nothing maone
of the bitter conflict that had raged in the seventeenth over the inage ol
Hermes Trismegistus. Critical, distanced voices became more nimenons
Indicative of this development is the entry on “Hermes” in volume 1ol
Zedler's Universallexikon of 1735:

Hermes, also called Trismegistus, a celebrated Egyptian philosopher Sone
have proposed that he was Adam, others the patriarch Joseph, others Eiw Iy,
[...]and still others Canaan or Moses [ ... ] Others Freliove thiat v i
but God himself is designated by this name [ ... ] Itis alleged that he was the
first to turn away from astrology to investigate the other wonders of natue
[...] The Egyptian name of the ancient Hermes, or Mercury, was Thenh,
He was adviser to King Osiris in Egypt, and he is supposed o Tave invented
the general manner of writing and also the hicvoglyphs, along with the Tt
laws of the Egyptians and vavions scienees, Clement of Alesandvia stnes tha
he wrote thirty-two hooks of theology aud philosophy, and six ol medicine,
all of which were lost, with the vesult than the remaining books heaviog Dis
name are considered 1o be ervoncously atribaed o in, Aside from dhose
st mentioned, there is a book entitled Pacmander | 00 | which ol

Delieves was writien by a Chiristian for the purpose of winming over g

| I"I'““" Flebonpbels fedlen, cil, G podfsidenilipe vt Lesikon alfee Wovsesa haflen
woeed Kaipeate, nedchie fivhern aline mesose bl fen Versdinad wend Wit enfuniden wreen (000l 10D,
vol, 18, vol, 170G
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The author of this entry refers less to alchemists than o scholars, includ-
ing Athanasius Kircher and Wilhelm Christoph Kriegsmann {1633-1679),
whao held that the Tabule Smaragding was a Phoenician text. Although
the author was aware of Hermes' legendary achievements and status as a
prophet, he largely distanced himself from these opinions and followed
Casaubon’s late dating of the Poimander as written in the second century.
Here Hermes Trismegistus is just a legend robbed of validity, and his texts
are considered pseudepigrapha. Although the entry does not preclude
that a real person named Hermes Trismegistus existed, the many opinions
do not permit a definitive judgment,

The philosophical-theological Hermetica had lost their prestige, but
the alchemical texts lived on. Although no longer meeting the scientific
standards of the time, the "Hermetic Art” continued to enjoy enormous
publishing successes in the eighteenth century. The authoritative image
and purported writings of Hermes Trismegistus continued to be exploited
in such books as the collaborative volume Hermetisches A B.C. dever dchien
Weisen alter und newer Zeiten vom Stein der Weisen (Hermetic AB.C. of the gen-
uine sages of ancient and modern times regarding the Philosophers’ Stone,
1778), Jean-Jacques Manget's Billiotheca Chemica Curiosa (Curious chemi-
cal library, 1702}, and Friedrich Roth-Scholiz’s Deutsches theatrum chemicwm
{German chemical theater, 1728-1730). In these circles, Conring’s and
Casaubon’s criticism was ignored. Few new books were published, however,
so the image of Hermes remained that which was portrayed in the older
writings. A book that appeared in 1720 referenced two sixteenth-century
publications, Michael Maier's Arcana Arcanissima (The most secret secrets)
and Jean Pierre Fabre's Hercules Piochymicus (Pious chemical Hercules):

As the first king in Egypt, Ham, son of Noah, wrote a description of alchemy,
kept it sale in the Chest of the Flood, and afterward brought it back o Egypr;
and, after him, his son Migraim and his adviser Hermes at that time taught
the same. For those who understand the artof gold reckon its antiquity 1o he
great; indeed, they claim that Adam, the first man, was the originator of the
Philosophers’ Stone, and they indicate that God macde its model by means
of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil; and also that the preparation
of gold was pursued by King Ninus and his consort Semiramis; and that,
among the Egyptians, it was written down by Hermes in hieroglyphic, that
is, sacred, picture writing.*

The Hermes legends drew entirely on the images handed down from the
seventeenth century, and writers largely avoided engaping the eritics of

A :|I'|'Illi|r|ll'||I\. Effenlenbiringe dee Cliimise e Wendiedt {1 It 13200y, . et
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Hermeticism, as Olaus Borrichius had done. This image of Hermes lives
on even today in ever more esoterically inclined groups of adherents of al-
chemistic concepts with a predilection for the doctrine of microcosm and
macrocosm. But, in the passage just cited, reference to the wise Egyptian
Hermes serves only for self-reassurance and not to attract social recogni-
tion from critics and skeptics.

Along with this preserved Hermeticism, the eighteenth century saw the
beginnings of a scientific examination of the earliest documentation ol
Hermetic texts. In 1742 Nicolas Leglet du Fresnoy (1674-1755) published
his three-volume Histoire de la Philosophie Hermetigue (History of Hermeti
philosophy). Though the author produced a “history,” he was concerned
mostly with the alchemical myth of Hermes, especially because he nndes
stood the concept of “Hermeticism” as a synonym for "alchemy.” Although
“Hermetic philosophy” took its name from Hermes Trismegistus, du Fres
noy also calls it chrysopée (gold making) or argyropée (silver making). Twe:
cause the philosophy concerned metallurgy. As a historical figure, there
had been a Hermes Trismegistus under the name of Siphoas, althougl
the known Hermetic texts are forgeries. Du Fresnoy related a long, e
tailed history of alchemy, beginning with Hermes and ending in the yeu
1759, one that was largely critical of that history, recognizing nuany texis as
pseudepigrapha. Because du Fresnoy writes of alchemy under the vubii
Hermeticism, Conring and Borrichius are, of course, broughu in as pant ol
this history, but he also discusses Pico and Ficino. He conluses Glovanni
Pico, however, with Pica’s nephew, Giovanni Francesco Pico della Minan
dola, whom he acknowledges as the author of the pseudepigraphic 1o
O Gold. Ficino is included in the history of Hermetic philosophy where it
is erroneously stated that he was the author of the tractate De arle chymin
(On the chemical art), with no mention of his having tansked the G
Hermeticum, which plays scarcely any role here.

Similarly the Dictionnaire mythohermetique (Mytho-Hermetie dictiony),
by Antoine Joseph Pernety (1716-1800,/1801), scems from its title (o bt
reference book but is acinally a large-scale apology Tor alchemy that cm
ploys the methads of mythoalchemy. In 1766 Pernety founded a“Hermet
rite” that included the three degrees of “Apprentice,” “Journeyian,” ad
Waster,” and seven others as well: “Troe Mason,” “Trae Mason on the
Troe Way,” *Knight of the Golden Key,” "Knight of Isis,” “Knight ol the
Argomauts,” “Knight of the Golden Fleece,” and the especially elevined
degree of “Konight of the Sun™ Pernety Tater went jo Berling where he

a0 Kl B LL Fiie b, The Bifeans bifeten: Cinaosdiv f.'l.-.n.ul.lr.frruf_.lr sl endeemnisdine i penkeciier i e
Cietenmgenet baften de T8 falehaanadeets (G, 1 g SO0
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became the librarian of Frederick the Great and translated the works of
Swedenborg into French.!

1. Two German Editions of the Corpus Hermeticum

No German edition of the Corpus Hermeticum was published until 1706.
Although Sebastian Franck had already translated these texts in 1542, he
did not publish them. French and halian translations were available at
an early date, and even English and Dutch translations were on the book
market in the seventeenth century.

Using the pseudonym Alethophilus (lover of wisdom), Wolf Freiherr
von Metternich authored the first German edition of the Corfus Hermeticum,
basing his work on a seventeenth-century Dutch translation. For his image
of Hermes, Metternich used the Dutch original and Patrizi’s version of the
Hermes legend, as well as the writings of Olans Borrichius, What Metter-
nich related was the well-known legend of Hermes, which recounted his
major cultural innovations and acknowledged him as an eminent natural
philosopher and theologian. Knowing namire meant knowing God, and
his conclusion was that the essence of nature can only be understood as
based on God's creative will,

While not even mentioning Casaubon’s critique of the Hermetic texts,
Metternich cites OMaus Borrichius to defend against Conring's attacks.
There is nothing new here, neither in the debate with the critics nor in
the image of Hermes. He knows that

Hermes was a genuine man, filled with learning: as an excellent physician, as
an expert chemist, and, finally, as a paragon of an authority on nature and
on God, the great, the creator of all, who reveals himself in it

The narrative of the rescued primeval knowledge is a central motif in
Metternich’s enthusiasm for Hermeticism. The author is at great genea-
logical pains to make Hermes a direct descendent of Noah. But unlike
Augustine and many other writers who stressed the primacy of the bibli-
cal over the philosophical tradition, Hermes here assumes a position of
historical priority; the author denied the identity of Moses and Hermes,

4. Sylvain Matton, "I.,'Fg:.]:u:r chez les “philosophics chimiques® de Maier & Pemety.” in
L Egypite et bn philosophiv, Les Efudes philosophigues (April-September 1987): 207-225,

5. Alethophilo, comp,, Hermetis Trismegisti Erkintniiss Der Natur Und Des darin sich of:
Sfenbalirenden Grossen Gottes [/ Begriffen in 17, unterschivdlichen Biichern / nach Grichischere tond
Lateinischen Exemplave[n] in Hochtewlsche Sprache bersetzet /[ Nebewst anngesetzier sattuhaner
Nachirickt! wnd Reweiss vor der Percon o Ceenerilngte Hermetis, dessen Medivin, Chemie, Neotur o
Coattes-Caviinele /il wnlednaffenden viclen dee Egypatier Weissheit £ sond unbesseliodlichen andeven
arinna berdtfoende Pavegens (EBlongs, 170G, Uhis sl the Tollowing citation are from the
wnrpaginenteel fonewaned,

L. b
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for Moses lived at a later date and was initiated into Hermetic wisdom in
Egypt. The hiblical Books of Moses are thus to be understood as heir to
the primeval Hermetic revelation.

Metternich viewed Hermeticism as an esoteric science, for in antiquity,
the mysteries of Hermes Trismegistus were veiled “in strange figures of
speech, roundabout expressions, and clever fables” so that they would
be handed down only within the circle of the qualified and the initiated,
This fact is also supposed to explain why the classical writers reveal no
knowledge of alcheny, and why it is that only allegoresis can reveal the
Hermetic-alchemical secrets hidden beneath the surface of the ancient
myths. Like Metternich's entire image of Hermeticism, this concepl of
mythoalchemy is a legacy of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,

As conventional as the image of Hermes was, it was so original that it was
transferred to the Corpus Hermeticum. To his foreword Metternich added
a German translation of the Tabula Smaragdina, with which the image of
Hermes was closely connected in alchemo-Paracelsisi. But the Hermes
legend and the Tabula Smaragdina were only the introduction to the Cor
frus Hermeticwm, and thus to texts that were in fact not the object of al-
chemical Hermeticism. The Corprus Hermeticum was thus drawn into the
circle of an alchemy that had always professed to be esoleric, so that the
Corprus became, along with the Tabula Smaragdina, yet another dogmatic
basis of alchemical Hermeticism. These adherents of Hermeticism sought
no debate with the educated public of their time, as they unquestioningly
accepted the validity of the Hermes legend.

An entirely different image of Hermes Trismegistus and his writings was
offered in 1781, in the second German translation of the Corpies Hermeti-
cum. This edition was prepared by the philologist Dieterich Tiedemann,
under the commission of Friedrich Nicolai. Tiedemann translated the
text but evinced no particular interest in the figure of Hermes Trismegis-
tus. Agreeing with critics like Casaubon and Conring, he maintained:

Regarding the Hermetic texts, so much care has been expended by the most
important critics, it seems that almost nothing further is to be gleaned. By
precise weighing of internal reasons and historical evidence, the greatest
experts on antiguity have agreed that none of the exts we now have can he
older than the fourth century of the Christian era [ .., ] Additionally, that
they had more than one author has not escaped the notice of the censor?

6. Hermes Trismegises Poemander oder won der gotilicfiens Meaeht wmd Weistil, s dem
Grriechischen iberseizt wnd mit Anmerkasngen egeledtel wen {ietevich T
tin, 1781}, P din Cited after Monika MNeugelomer-Walk, *MNicolai Uhelensam=Herder,”
i Anne=Clurlon Il'l'g'i’” aned Flavrtomon Lelinann, cels, Aaebibee Weistieit s kuftiretle Prasive
Hevmetisunns in dee Friihen Neaseit (4 soltinggen, SR s, A0T,
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Tiedemann viewed ancient Egypt as a land of "blindest supemtlil:iml," a
breeding ground of “fanaticism.”™ The texis of the L’.m}fm.s Hmnf.!:rmm:farr
him, represented all that he, as an adl:c_rcni of the Enhghtcmlnr:n'f, st L.q.,-
gled against. He thus used his translation to propagate En!lghtmm:;:r::
ideas among circles interested in the Corfus Heermefmum He thought that
the adherents of esotericism would read his tanslation to learn something
about the wisdom of the legendary Hermes. Tiedemann indeed translated
the Hermetic texts in a way that gives them an Enlightenment venect.
A key example of this was his translation of the Qreek word nous, Wlitlill !!
today is translated as Geist (spirit) in German. Ticdemann trans_]at;{ | :t_
as Vernunfi (reason) or Verstand (intellect), two central ct:rn{_'t:]:‘:ll:.hru1 .1 u
Enlightenment. The 1706 edition had translut::‘d nous as [‘rzmutl, |-.,::1 jlm_‘
concept in German mysticism. This concept, w:mchl was u_lunecl_ by Me I.H]h. [
Eckhart and Jakob Bohme and defined as man’s spiritual inner EJF]]_1R 1 at
prepared him for knowledge of God, was understood to be present in
the Hermetic texts, In Tiedemann's anslmi::m,‘hr:uwcw:r, 1t_n-.:':- Wils le
longer a question of supernatural, l:T'dl'lﬁl’.EI‘td{.'l:‘.li insight or cln-:lnlc- revela
tion or emanation but, rather, the possibilities for human cognition. I'his
was, of course, a radical reinterpretation of the texts that in no way col
responded to the intent of the writers of late antiquity or to the intent ol
the Neoplatonically inspired interpreters of the tf:lxt.s. n 1
The eighteenth century thus witmessed two entirely £11I11*1I'1~111 Cherinn
translations of the Corpus Hermeticwm: the Tieclenlmnn version, ”“'w"h,
standing that it entailed an extreme reinterpretation, ';-.'.:L.R 'l.'l:i"LHI'l|l .In |Iu.u
philologically sounder German edition until the aPpEfwmi:I:- ol e {.l' | ”T,'
translation by Jens Holzhausen and Carsten Colpe in 117 Mrl." ”“I, i -In
{Alethophilus’s) edition was the more widely regd, h:ln-.-:-vl.-vr. For 105 | 0
language and because its supposed :‘ep‘rcscntauon ol p.mn:-\--.al “1'-.1 i
wisdom appealed to the self-understanding of the esoteric readership,

2, Hermes Trismegistus in Freemasonry

The first half of the eighteenth century did not yet see ]|[‘I:I1I.1'.'\ T |1-.
megistus playing an important role in Freemasonry: '..m]”.m””_ 5 I=~I|111rlq-
and the Knights Templar were still the most important histovical veferences,
The situation changed Tundamentally, however, in the sceond hall o the

l.'l:"IIHI.I':]'.

Hevmes o the Freemesons of the Balighienment

A prominent contribution o the Tundamental clange was played by
Tgnaz Fler von Born, the Frecmason and Hlominatos considered 1o T

T Cited wher Mewge e Wolk, “Micolab=Tiedemmnmned lordes” oAl
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one of the most important exponents of the Austrian Enlightenment. He
exerted determined efforts to make Freemasonry an Enlightenment insti-
tution. As Master of the True Harmony Lodge, he set up “seminar lodges”
dedicated to the academic investigation of Freemasonry. Lectures given in
these seminars on the ancient mystery cults as forerunners of Freemasonry
were published in the fournal fiir Frepmawrer (Freemasons' journal). The
first contribution to this journal, in 1784, was an article by Born, “Uber die
Mysterien der Aegyptier” {On the mysteries of the Egyptians).

In his representation of the Egyptian mysteries, Born extensively para-
phrased and quoted from classical and late classical sources on ancient
Egyptian religion. He interpreted Egyptian culture as fostering proto-
Enlightenment scientific pursuits, and, indeed, saw Egyptian culture as
a religion of science. The Egyptian priests had been in the service of
an ancient Enlightenment, pursuing the single-minded goal of improv-
ing the welfare of the people. Freemasons, Born observed, should rec-
ollect the Enlightenment roots of the mysteries in order to promote a
general revision of Freemasonry: “May superstition and fanaticism never
desecrate our [lodges]!™ In his reconstruction of the “Egyptian myster-
ies,” Hermes Trismegistus had a place of honor as founder of Egyptian
science. Born's principal source was Diodorus, whose image of Hermes he
adopted. The second Hermes was thus an important founder of Egyptian
culture, for he

improved the religious doctrine of the people, discovered the principles of
arithmetic and geometry, introduced hicroglyphs in the place of symbols, and
erected two pillars on which he [ ... ] had the entire range of the Egyptian
sciences engraved, in the fervent hope of immortaliving them. (p- 32)

Egyptan culture and its knowledge were lost, however, until Hermes Tris-
megistus appeared, deciphered and improved the hieroglyphs, and con-
veyed his knowledge to the priests. He founded an order devoted exclusively
to the public weal, and he laid down strict regulations for its members:

Egypt owed its splendor and fame to this man who restoved its sciences and
arts, which were retained long after. The welfare of the country increased
daily, as it was guided by the wisest laws and ruled by leaders who belonged
to an order whose basic rule was purity of conduct and benelicence, and who
knew no other source of happiness and pride than to leave behind some
monument o their care for the good of the land they ruled. The leaders
were members of the priesthood and custodians of the mysteries, and with
undivided interest, they safeguarded the religion and the ste. (p, 35)

&, Ignae von Born, “Ueber die Mysterien der Avpyptien” forne! file Freymanres afs
Mernarskripn gedesicks fiiv Betidder senel Maoister des COgafens (17500, 12151
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Born's image of Hermes Trismegistus did not include the concept of a
special, divine knowledge. He wrote of human science, of a knowledge ol
this world and for this world. Born did not refer to the texts of Hermes
Trismegistus, neither the Corpus Hermeticum nor the Tabula Smaragdin.
But to this Enlightenment thinker, Hermes retained something of his role
as preacher of an esoteric doctrine: aside from all the sciences practiced in
secret, though there was nothing mystical or supernatural about them, the
Egyptian priests also cultivated and practiced a special science:

al...]science [ ... ] that was peculiar to the Egyptian priests alone, which
they disclosed to none but him who was initiated into the innermost myster
ies, which they buried deep beneath pictures and hieroglyphs [ ... ] This
was the Hermetic philosophy, which comprises magic and alchemy. (p. 72

There was sufficient evidence that the Egyptians, in fact, practiced al
chemy and magic, though knowledge of these arts had been lost. Born,
a noted mineralogist responsible for mining activities, had developed o
new process of extracting metals by amalgamation, and he seems to huve
had a practical, though not a methodological, affinity for alchemy, Born
could report nothing further regarding the “Hermetic Art™—and this
point seems not to have fit well with his thesis that the Egyptian pricsis
were obliged to cultivate the sciences in the service of public wellare,
That Born respected Hermes, and went so far as to acknowledpe the oy
istence and effectiveness of alchemy, can be understood by considering the
aim of his text. He wished to persuade Freemasons who sympathized witl
the Rosicrucians to join his program of a Freemasonry in the sevvice al th
Enlightenment. Born also reinterpreted the role of Hermes, to whaom the
occultist Freemasons appealed: Hermes would retain the aura ol o
of alchemy but would also be seen as the prophet of the Enlightenment
Enlightenment thinkers had not always endeavored to integrate He
meticism and its eponymous founder into their philosophical program
For example, Christoph Meiners (1747-1810}), Professor of Philosopaliy al
Gottingen University and a correspondent of von Born, angued agains
the Hermes legend and the philosophical Hermetica in his 1775 hook,
Versuch diber die Religionsgeschichie der éltesten Vilker, inshesonders der Ppyplicr
{Essay on the history of the religions of the most ancient peoples, espe
cially the Egyptians). According to Meiners, Hermes Trismegistus was o
“mythic demigod” and conld in no way be taken to be ahistorical igoe,
Adter establishing the conteadictions in the acconnts of this legendan

sajre, Meiners noted;

Fle whor comstders all this ogether whll oot 1 logee, think il ol e a1 B
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it I doubt whether anyone has ever known, or will ever discover it, and if [
therefore hold all attempts on this point to be the most irresponsible waste
of time, (p. 205)

Meiners refused to pass judgment on the medical and chemical books at
that point. But he contended that the philosophical writings were errone-
ously handed down under the name of Hermes Trismegistus, and, agreeing
with Casaubon’s late dating of these texts, he maintained that,

all these, without exception, are dominated by Platonic and even Neopla-
tonic, and in many cases, Christian, language and doctrines that no writer
cited prior to the fourth century after the: birth of Christ; that their customs
and siyle of thought are entirely Greek, and we encounter no trace of any-
thing originally Egyptian in them. (p. 224)

The Hermetic texts were thus, unquestionably, inauthentic, and concern
with Hermeticism was appealing only from the point of view of the his-
tory of philosophy, particularly the various influences from late classical
antiguity on this syncretism. The critical sources on which Hermeticism
drew were Neoplatonism, Christianity, and Jewish Cabala. Like Colberg
before him, with his ant-Pietistic criticism, Meiners understood Hermeti-
cism and Alexandrian Egypt as the origin of “fanaticism.”

Hevwmes and the Gold- and Rosicrucians

Besides the Freemasons who were committed to the values and prin-
ciples of the Enlightenment, many did not view the purpose of Freema-
sonry to be the “emergence of man from his selfimposed immaturity.”
The Rosicrucians appealed, inter alia, to ancient Egypt and Hermes Tris-
megistus in order to justily their own understanding of the purpose and
goals of Freemasonry.”

In the twelve Freemasonic Adedresses to the Assembly of the Gold- and Rosicrucians
of the Ancient System (1779), which are attributed to Hans Heinrich von Ecker
und Eckhoffen (1750-1790), one of the most enigmatic figures on the Free-
masonic scene and later the founder of the “Asiatic Brothers,” the Ninth
Address is devoted to Hermes Trismegistus: “Address to the assembled
brothers regarding the Hermetic philosopy, its antiquity, excellence, and
usefulness.” The address is inroduced through a poem by Crassellame,
a seventeenth-century alchemist, celebrating the “divine Hermes” as the
author of the Tabula Smaragding and the founder of alchemy.

9. The collection of older Hermetic wxis, Heonetisfies A0 Bewrs the following dedi
cation: “Hochwiindigste, Hochwindige ond Hoclweise, Oberste umel Olwren Vorstelin
des Hocherdanchten aebier Ovdens der gepeilien CGoldenten Bosenkremeer” (Most oy
crendl, veverend, ol st wise, suipsveine el wpeer masters ol the st dllestrissos ane

s b ey ol ghie e A walelenn Rosaonin banis )
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According to the Rosicrucians, Hermes kept the Adamic primeval knowledge alive in the
period after the Flood. For them, even Moses, depicted here holding a stail lh_'ll i Ao
Ararat, along with the Ark and the broken tablets of the Law, stood in the taalition of Doy
metic knowledge. Many Freemasons considered themselves heirs 1o this knowledgge, o
Hans Heinrich von Ecker und Eckhoffen, Feimdurerische Versgmmfamgacden {Avteiliim,
17749), p. 214,

The vignette at the beginning of the text depicts Hermetic knowledye
as part of the biblical tradition and as rescuer of the primeval knowledye.
In the center stands a piliar covered with characters that suvely ave sup
posed to be hieroglyphs. The tablet bearing the inscription *Trismegistus”
shows that what is involved is the Hermetic knowledge that preserved the
primeval Adamic knowledge after the Flood. The tale of the pillars hew
ing the primeval Adamic knowledge that Hlermes Trismegistus vevived Dl
been part of the history of Hermetie tradition since antiquity. Tn Mane
the's tadition, we are told that the Test Dlesmes vecorded his knowledge
in hicroglyphs prior o the Flood, On the left side of the vignetie is the
steaneledd Avk of Moy, o nest tocin, ot the Toot ol the moustain, i Moses,
who T just broken the ablers ol the Paw aned s oversecing thae gy
ol the Caoleden Call, The bmage of the call i the Tames poinds o sap
promesed balical vedevenae tooake ey o Egypn Moses Tl leanned the ant ol
Elermmes' oo beny, el s be wa absle g B the Caldden Call it powiles
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and change it into drinkable gold {aurum potabile). The pyramid in the
background symbolizes Egypt as the origin of Hermetic knowledge, as in
so many legitimation legends, especially in alchemo-Paracelsism.

In the address, this image of Hermes as rescuer of the primeval knowl-
edge is unfolded and connected closely with biblical chronology. Shortly
after the Flood, Hermes Trismegistus was an adviser to the first king of
Egypt, Menes, who was a great-grandson of Noah. He was the most learned
of all men in natural history, medicine, and alchemy, and he was a teacher
of *hidden and secret sciences™

The origin of the alforementioned philosophy was communicated directly by
Adam and the Parriarchs, his descendants, and our Thoth, or Hermes, also
learned itin this school. We have convincing proof of this in the Emerald Tab-
let, which agrees so precisely with the science of the ancient forefathers that
there are no two things so resembling each other as these, {pp. 220-221)

Was the author ignorant of the texts of the Corpus Hermeticum, or had
Casanbon’s and Conring's criticism had its effect? In any event, he men-
tions only the Toabula Smaragding as the “single genuine piece we have
from his learned workshop™ (p. 221). But, especially since the book of
Genesis is the oldest and the best evidence of divine wisdom in questions
of natural philesophy, it is his opinion that philosophy must be based
on it. The author thus proceeds to investigate the “principal basis of this
system” (p. 224), and he sees it in the biblical teaching that the world is
God’s creation:

As the first pupils of Hermes, the ancient Egyptians also believed this, and in
this they differed from Aristotle and most of the Greek philosophers. [ ... ]

They believed in an almighty Architect, as they had learned from their fathers,
the patriarchs. (pp. 224-225)

These are the very hermeneutic maxims that Ficino had introduced three
centuries earlier. Egyptian-Hermetic wisdom and biblical revelation were
two aspects of one and the same divine truth. But to the Rosicrucians, Her-
meticism was no longer synonymous with Platonism, Platonic doctrines
during the Enlightenment were closely connected with the deistic con-
cept of God, and thus were offensive to the concept of revelation empha-
sized in this version of Hermeticism. The dictum of the Tabula Smaragding,
therefore, was cited both to stress its similarity to the Bible and to distance
it from Platonism:

“Allihings were from the heginming, theough e creative coneept ol a single
O, whieh is, Biopelully, clear aned salficient 1o velote the Bier Platonists,

Byt v
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who fooled people into believing their opinion that the preexistence of mat-
ter was drawn from Egyptian sources. (p. 225)

This creative, preexisting entity was called “Hemphta” by the Egyptians.
Obviously the Egyptians and Hermes Trismegistus were not atheists, who
made their first appearance among the Greeks. “The reason may well he
that they remained longer with the patriarchal teaching and Hermetic sci-
ence that was so suited to lead men to God” (p. 226), whereas the Greeks,
who had too much imagination, fell away from this biblical-Hermetic doc
trine. In the seventeenth century it had been the Aristotelians who were
suspect in the framework of the alchemo-Paracelsist legitimation legend;
now, however, all of Greek philosophy fell under the verdict of heresy.

It follows from the Tabula Smaragdina that, unlike the Greeks, the
Egyptians never believed in preexisting matter, and that the modern
Platonists and fanatics were wrong in affirming that “matter procecded
from the essence of God and is to be considered a separated part of him”
{p. 230). The world itself is a creation of God, as clearly indicated in
Hermetic philosophy and the Bible, and not an emanation of the High
est Being. God revealed this knowledge to Adam, after which it was dis
seminated throughout the various cultures, and it remains alive amaony
those who call on Hermes Trismegistus:

This is the true, fruitful philosophy, which comes from Gaod himsell | |
[and] was taught to Adam, was transmiteed orally via the patiacchs (o Borh,
and was imparted by his children and grandechildren o the Egyptians, Il
nicians, Chaldaeans, Ethiopians, Indians, and even the Chinese, anil tolay
is maintained by the genuine Hermetic philosophers who are the hlessed
members of our sacred brotherhood, (p. 233)

These Freemasons understood themselves to be part of a long chain, one
that passed along revealed knowledge, combatted emanistic, deistic, and
atheistic tendencies, and rejected a concept of autonomous reason. T the
foreground was the connection between picty and science that we have
often encountered in Hermetic writings, Alchemy, Pavacelsist fria frineifna
(three ]n'in{'iplrﬁ} tlocirines, :lSll'ﬂh}H}’. the correspondence Pyt ey sbiin
aned metals—all these were part of this version of enmeticiso,

[ 1779, the saone year as the Rosicewcian Adddresses, o stimilar concep
tion of Tlermeticism was articaled incthe Comreoss der Wedsers (Compass ol
the sapes), The anthor, Al Michiae! Bickhole, niintained that e was
ane of the “members of the inoer Constitntion of the genoine and vight
Freemasonry,” aned, with this book, e intended "o present, clearly andd
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faithfully, the history of this illustrious Order, from the beginning of its
founding.™"

The mysteries reported in this book cannot be understood as the ex-
clusive possession of a single lodge, for, after all, other sages of antiquity,
for example, Hermes, Zoroaster, Orpheus, Plato, were not members of a
single sect: “Their wise doctrines do not concern just the Order of Masons;
they are for the entire human race” (p. 7). Concerning the question of the
essence and truth of Freemasonry, therefore, it was less a matter of quar-
rels within the fraternity than of universal human questions: "True wisdom
rests not on this or that society, not on ceremaonies, not on the opinion of
this or that Order; it must he accessible to each and every man” (p. 8).

The goal is “to acquire wisdom, skill, and virtue, to please God, and to
serve one’s neighbor” (p. 15), Especially suited to this end, one should he
concerned with the triad of *mercury [quicksilver], salt, and sulfur” {p. 17),
which is the Paracelsist doctrine of three principles. This originally Ma-
sonic knowledge had been increasingly forgotten, however, “and soon,
all society no longer knew what its customs meant” (pp. 19-20). Now, a
single lodge quietly cultivated this knowledge, Birkholz once again re-
lated the history of the tradition of Hermetic knowledge in its familiar es-
sentials: Adam’s primeval knowledge; its partial loss in the Fall; the pillars
of Seth, on which this knowledge was recorded; the first Hermes, who was
Enoch, and then Noah, with whom this knowledge survived, The Egyptian
episode of Hermetic knowledge received special elaboration: Mizraim,
Noah's grandson, went to Egypt with some followers. Their leader was
Menes, revered as Osiris in later, superstitious times, At that time he and
the Egyptians lived honorably and according to the law of nature. False
doctrine did not openly appear until the time of Moses. Menes'sister was
Isis, who was instructed by Thoth, the king's adviser, especially in the
sciences of alchemy, medicine, and natural history. Thoth was the sec-
ond Hermes, “the most learned man of his time and the author of the
famed Emerald Tablet, regarded by the Hermetic philosophers as a sort
of chemical Bible” (p. 28). The Tabula Smaragdina was originally written
in Phoenician, but in the time of the third Hermes, it was translated into
Egyptian. The second Hermes was the successor of Menes and a wholly
extraordinary man, who

10, Ketmiz Vere [Adam Michael Birkholz], Do Compeess der Weisen, v efweem Mitoer
wandien der innern Verfassung dev deften wnd rechien f"u:.-.a.rrrirm-n:y Pesehrrelen [ L. ] o eeedelier die
Cesclichie dieser evlanchion Cwdens, von Anfenige seiveer Stftaege an, dewtlich, deatlicl wed teendich
vergeingen [ oo 1 (Beerling 17H2Y The lasok was prosalishiedd Doy the saomne Dionses as thae Pl
ntefiacle AL ol the Ber volvmae includes an endpapaer bearing an annonncement
ol el Dusosk’™s prublication
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must have been a pious, honest man who lived according to the law of nature.
Some writers thus rightly affirm that, after the Flood, he was the first to show
men (especially, in all likelihood, the Egyptians} the knowledge of God and w
reveal the mysteries of nawre, (p. 29)

This revelation led to the establishment of “secret societies” that survived
down to the Freemasons. The second Hermes also invented the hiero-
glyphs, to hide his knowledge from the profane and make it accessible
only to the “sons of wisdom,” as is still the case among the Freemasons.

The Grecks also were initated into these secret societies, thus acquir
ing the wisdom. Following them into the societies were Abraham, Zoro
aster, Ostanes, and many more. Indeed, Moses himsell was the greatest
alchemist. All peoples and sages stood in this radition: Solomon knew all
that is secret, Birkholz contended, for he had “all the signs of a perfect
Hermetist” (p. 49) and was a great alchemist. In Greece Orphens, who
acquired his knowledge from the Egyptians, founded a first "fraterniny.
Even Plato's Academy was a lodge. With the Neoplatonists, however, the
secret knowledge of the lodges declined until Robert Fludd vevived it

The guiding spirit behind these essentials is obviously the gencalogy
of Hermetic knowledge, which Patrizi had composed al the cod ol (he
sixteenth century to establish the dignity of the Corpus Hermeticus, It in
the eighteenth century Hermeticism had become Targely a synonyn Tl
alchemy and Paracelsist medicine,

In the Enlightenment period the concept of a divine, ever constand
philosophy assumed clearly reactionary characteristics. Reference 1o the
most ancient past no longer legitimated that which was new or eliminated
dogmatic boundaries, as had been the case with those who nede e ol
the Corpus Hermeticum in the fifteenth through the seventeenth conturios,
Insteac, it was a shield against the challenges of the maodern peviod, ygains
emancipatory concepts of religion, reason, and science. This philosopliy
was also, roughly speaking. the reservoir of ideas on which the esoteric cu
rents of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries would draw.

3. From Historical to Systematic Hermeticism

If, in the twenty-lirst century, we speak of Goethe's Hevmeticisn, i is i
o meh becanse Goethe coneerned himsell with lermes “Trismepistos o
miade intensive use of the Tibide Suavagedine. Ranher, the teon s nsed
to designate Goethe's concern with alehemy sul reasoning by means ol
analogies, In the preceding centuries these themes were connted as pan
ol Flermeticism and constdered to e inpovitions of the prameval sape
Mo, however, althongh bis aame might stll e mentioned, the myth ol
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Hermes Trismegistus had disappeared from the consciousness of the edu-
cated public. Goethe had intensively studied texts that belonged to this
Hermeticisin, but we find few explicit mentions of them. Such a mention
occeurs in Goethe's letter to Ernst Theodor Langer, dated May 11, 1770
“Oh, it’s a long line from Hermes' Tablet to Wieland’s Musarion.™"" In his
From My Life: Poetry and Truth, Goethe confesses: “Neo-Platonism was its
basis; Hermeticism, mysticism, and eabalism also contributed something,
and so I built myself a very strange-looking world.™* Here “Hermeticism”
is a reference to Paracelsist and alchemical texts, and to a concept of God
and nature linked with these texts, and less a reference to their supposed
author, Hermes Trismegistus,

Thinking by means of analogies, the microcosm-macrocosm doctrine,
and the Paracelsist doctrine of three principles could thus be understood
as Hermeticism, for at times they had enjoyed a career under the patron-
age of Hermes Trismegistus. But they could also be tied to other major
authorities, including Plato, Paracelsus, and Jakobh Bohme, who were the
protagonists in these discussions, and not Hermes, who was still invoked
only in esoteric circles.

Nevertheless, in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, discussion of
Hermes Trismegistus did occur in two areas. Philosophers such as Mein-
ers and Tiedemann, who sympathized with the Enlightenment, spoke of
Hermes Trismegistus and his historical achievements as superfluous, and
others, such as Born, in order to promote their Enlightenment program
in occult circles, described Hermes Trismegistus as a proto-Enlightenment
thinker,

Those who emphatically invoked Hermes Trismegistus were predomi-
nantly exponents of alchemy. Holding to a firm concept of positive divine
revelation, they fought, in the name of Hermes Trismegistus, against athe-
ism and deism. Thus they differed from Mornay, Franck, and others who
earlier had used the Hermetic writings to promote tolerance, and also
from Cuodworth, who had used Hermeticism to argue for a pantheisric
concepl of God.

This history of Hermeticism has drawn on writings attributed to Hermes
Trismegistus and on texts that refer implicitly to his authority. Aside from
esoteric groups that to this day preserve the old figure of Hermes, this his-
tory ends at the beginning of the nineteenrh century. The concept lives
on, however, if only under altered circumstances. Academic Egyptology
has created an entirely new, historical basis for Hermeticism; at the same

P1. ML owom Plerefeld aned ©. Melil Svin, Seffens frn Cethe (Fainbmrgsh, 10957, AL
12, Jeolvwnnes Waellpseegs vesns Caaesthae, Fieuw Ay FLifez Powtey aondd Fevihe, toos, Baslsere B, it
(Pvineeton, ML, FEEG, o6l
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time the concept of Hermeticism has increasingly separated itself from
the texts bearing the name Hermes Trismegisius, becoming, instead, o
systematic concept,

While Napoleon’s expedition to Egypt was largely a military failure,
it marked the beginning of academic Egyptology. “Learned civilians™
academics who accompanied the Napoleonic forces with the task of deo
umenting the Egyptian monuments—Iaid an important foundation i
Egyptology as an academic discipline. Egypt, for them, was no longer th
land of Hermes Trismegistus, the land where Moses was raised andd o
of which he led the People of God, but instead a strange and unknown
lanel. Their task was to document objectively the relics of a bygone caliwne
Their observations of ancient Egyptian culture appeared in the Dewnp
tivn de I'Fgypte, a massive pictorial compilation with engravings that were
extremely accurate in detail while displaying scarcely any artistic, g
tive elements.

The culture of ancient Egypt could now speak for itselfl Tn TR G lew
years after the discoverv of the so-called Rosetta Stone, Jean-Francon
Champaollion succeeded in deciphering the till then untranskabile Tiero
glyphs on the basis of the Stone's inscriptions, which were written i i
eroglyphic Egyptian, as well as Demotic and Greek. Now it was possibile 1o
understand the evidence left behind by the ancient culture itsell, withion
the mediation of classical and late classical antiquity. A this poini, o
ever, the Egyptian Hermes Trismegistus could no longer be nndersionl
simply as the embodiment of ancient Egyptian wisdom, The anienn tewis
revealed an intellectual world which, at first glance, Dol Tl g do with
Hermeticism. No hieroglyphic Tabula Smaragdina ov Corfors Hevomeliim
was discovered.

But there emerged a strange mixture of modern vescawreh vesalin il
Hermeticism, as we encountered it among the Rosicracians: o comlbing
tion of ardent belief in revelation; the idea of belonging oo seleat gronp
of sages; contempt [or traditional philosophy and s concept ol veason,
and the docirine of microcosm-macrocosm—all providing levile sl To
theosophy and the esoteric.

Cretizer aned Philosofdiical-Romeantic Hermelicism
An example o these stenge, nineteenth-eeniey eintenprenions

ol Hlevmes Trismepistos and Dlevmeticism mey Tee ford o the onlae ol

[leielelbery Ronmnticism, Caeory Fricdrvieh Creogeer (8771 LS the The
elellery phibologsist el slversary of Jolume Pleingieh Voss, developeed an
el dnngre ol Dlevoet s i Lo Syafudile oaned Myt abvr aldten Vol
v bo b ana b ovthodogy ol dhas e ienn peopldes s, poilished e TR0 T2

Pl elie b wnent ennbonrsa the s itiges ol oo Benne P e lasan T comntinoed il
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learned discourse of an Athanasius Kircher. The chapter “On the Religion
of Ancient Egypt” includes a lengthy paragraph that mentions Hermes:

Having considered Egyptian religion {rom its realistic sicde as naturalism, we
now turn o its idealistic side; for all the religions of the Orient are, on the
one side, naturalism, or, if one will, materialism; but also, on the other side,
more or less an idealism, If Osirs is a great “nature-body,” if the indepen-
dent life of pature as a whole is concentrated in him, embodied intellectual
life is represented in Hermes, and therefore selloreflection, thought, and
teaching and writing. (p. 101} '

Creuzer found Hermes to be a “genius of the highest science and wisdom.”
But this Hermes also had two forms, as described by Creuzer. Etymologi-
cally Creuzer wished to establish that Hermes was, on the one hand, “the
father of all discursive thought,” and, on the other, also “Thoth, the father
of the hieroglyphic writing system or of the total hieroglyphic, intuitive
way of thinking” (p. 102).

Creuzer wrote a philosophical mythology strongly oriented toward
Schelling’s philosophy of identity, He viewed the history of religion as the
process of the unfolding of the unity of the ideal and the real. Egypt, to his
mind, was a culture of symbaols, and beneath those symbaols, we can discern
Hermeticism as the embodiment of the ideal. This is precisely the concept
that we have often seen in the history of Hermeticism. However, Creuzer
argued quite differently from those who understood themselves as part of
the Hermetic tradition; he was an academic who documented the sources,
interpreted them in terms of his thesis, and, in the process, took contem-
porary Egyptological research into account. He often cited Champollion,
the scholar who first succeeded in translating the Egyptian hieroglyphs,
and he described and interpreted recently discovered ancient Egyptian
maonuments.

Creuzer saw Hermes as a philosophical symbol, an embodiment of the
intellectual, spiritual, reflective aspect of ancient Egypt, and not as a pre-
decessor or teacher in whose tradition one could follow. For the student
of mythology, Hermes was an object of research, not a model. Creuzer uni-
versalized the image of Hermes so broadly that, to him, the image became
the symbol of written culture: “What is in writing is Hermes” (p. 111).
He therefore reinterpreted the Hermetic tradition as a general tradition
of wisdom and writing, providing only a brief explanation of its cultural
transposition:

Thus, in the bheginning, theve were only Toure books of Hermes; ihese were
the foor Vedas ol the Toadizms: they contained Hevmetie wisdom, | ...

Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries % 133

Later | ... ] there were twenty-four, and then, in the course of time, as
Tamblichus says, twenty thousand. That is, the Hermetic books were an ever
growing legacy of the priestly castes. (p. 111}

For Creuzer, then, Hermeticism was simply another designation for the
general tradition of wisdom that began with the Vedas, the sacred books ol
the Vedic and Hindu religion, written in Sanskrit, and then continued as
an ancient Egyptian tradition. However, he did not connect this tradition
directly to Hermes Trismegistus.

Divine knowledge had to unfold in the world in both an esoteric and exo
teric tradition, and so Hermes assumed two forms: one, as Hermes, for the
exoteric knowledge, and the other, as Thoth, for the esoteric knowledpe
buried in the temples in hieroglyphs and comprehensible only to the inin
ated. Creuzer translated the traditional image of Hermes Trismegistus back
into the two original deities from whom Hermes Trismegistus had emerged
in late classical antiquity. All historical and genealogical derivations, all
questions of primacy or of the origin and originator of a philosophical o
theological doctrine, were meaningless, for articulated in the history ol
religion were generally philosophical and anthropological truths:

And if, in Hermes" Poentander, it is said of Hermes as itis said of Christ [with
reference to John 10, 11 and 10, 14, as in Casaubon], the words might b
Christian but the thoughis belong w that pure knowledge o which a la
vored, small group of men among the cultivated peoples had elevated them
selves already in highest antiquity, What we therefore have in Hevmes i
great, idealistic viewpoing, and we cannot deny that the spiviteal conerged
eloquent as a basic element and a major factor in the priestly system ol the
Egyptians, (p. 117}

Creuzer modified Casaubon’s critique of the Hermetic texts by explaining
all the literary evidence, whether the Hermetic writings or the Bible, s
manifestations of a single philosophical spirit.

In Egypt, however, there was no pure iddealism; body and spivit helonged
together. Both sides had to be considered, and both views of Fgypt, the ideal
and the material, already existed in antiquity. Chacremon, an Egyptian
priest and Stoic philosopher, represented the materialistic interpretation,
Tracing all Egyptian veligion back to observation of the planets, he ieated

itas amaterialism, o physical religion” that integrated man, viadesting, o
the evele of necessity, The other thesis was represented by Tonblichos, who
prortryed Fpvptian veligion as o purely esoterie idealiso, Grenger wiote;

We b o (D 0ewmwes ] thie dedea C0) ol sprviinad Belioliling, an ] lnowwingg, (50
ol active Deboliligg, o vevadngbons b e Bighi G ihie st lgh ilonghn ol
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as the mediation and bond between spirit and bocly; (3) the idea of creation,
He was represented as a demiurge who created through the foree of his
spirit. Here, the connection between the real and the ideal, the mediation
hetween spirit and body, is evident; here is the blending of the idealistic and
the materialistic way of looking at things, (pp. 122-123)

Although Creuzer perpetuated the Hermetic legitimation legend, as did
the Rosicrucian Freemasons, he challenged the meaning of Thrice-great
Hermes and his writings, as did most Enlightenment thinkers. His Her-
meticism, however, also was the result of the cultural unfolding of an ide-
alistic philosophy. He was able to appreciate recent archaeological and
philological results and to mix them with the writings of Iamblichus, Dio-
dorus, and Plutarch to produce a new image of Hermeticism, Nonetheless
his interest lay not in Hermes Trismegistus and the textual wradition lead-
ing back to this sage, but in describing a philosophical mythology.

Creuzer thus occupied an intermediate position pointing toward the
late nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and toward a philosophically
systematic concept of Hermeticism,

VI Twentieth Century

Systems and Esoterica

The term “hermetic,” in everyday speech, is understood to mean something
securely sealed, from which nothing can escape and into which nothing can
penetrate. When language and texts are practically incomprehensibile, they
can also be called “hermetic.” While these uses of the concept are suely
derived from the ethos of secrecy that is a topic of many Hermetic texis, the
term is mostly used today without reference to Hermes Trismegistus and the
writings attributed to him,

It is with just this meaning “incomprehensible” that the word henmeti
was employed in the twentieth century in the fields of iterary studies il
aesthetics. The term “hermetic” was employed in a pejorative sense by the
Italian literary historian Francesco Flora, in his La Peesia evmettea (1)
metic poetry, 1936), to characterize the lyric poetry of Giuscppe Unganeiii
{1888-1970), in which Flora saw an illegitimate borrowing lrom the lan
guage of French Symbolism. Until that time, according to Flora, theve hil
been no such forms of expression in all of Italian poetry. By "hevmetic
Flora understood the use of analogies that were “watered down o a
magical sign language.” From then on, Ungaretti and his adherents were
known as poeli ermeti (hermetic poets), though the werm did not vetain i
disparaging sense for long.

Beoanse Flora had objected that the hermetie siyle acked o ey o
poetic precedent, some writers attempted 1o document “hermetic lonns
of expression” in medieval enigmatics and glossenatics, thus elevating the
term “hermetic,” which oviginally hadd been osed disapproving v, inio an

o Blenbsert Froneel, “Formen ol Uispringge Tevmetise b Pichibamse in Balion,” s
e U T T R AU R B L 1y
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expression of poetological selFunderstanding. In this way they devised
a literary tradition with a style all its own. In the ensuing discussion of
“hermetic style” in Italian literary criticism, however, there was scarcely
any agreement as to what should be understood as is essential features,
The participants finally concluded that they had adequately addressed the
object of their concern by making a distinction between the concepts “ob-
scure” and “difficult.” In the framework of this controversy over a history
of “hermetic” literature, the texts discussed in the preceding chapters re-
garding the history of Hermeticism played no part.

In his uncompleted and posthumously published Aesthetic Theory, The-
ador W. Adorno used the term “hermetic” to designate the character of
art that is a “renunciation of any usefulness whatever, even if it were sub-
limated by the addition of human meaning.”™ Hermetic art, according
to Adorno, is that which is “entirely involved in its immanent logic, and
rigorously excludes consumability and social wtility.™ Whar is typical of
hermetic art, its obscurity, its unintelligibility, is not its weakness, but a
strength. Only when art entirely renounces society and its funetioning can
it be a force for criticism and a stimulus to social change:

The hermetic works bring more criticism to bear on the existing than do
those that, in the interest of intelligible social criticism, devote themselves w
conciliatory forms and silently acknowledge the flourishing culture industry.
{ Aesthetic Theary, p. 145)

This total renunciation must also display itself in its forms of expression.
It must not be easy to understand, in fact, it must be highly incompre-
hensible and thus offensive: "The much derided incomprehensibility of
hermetic artworks amounts to the admission of the enigmaticalness of all
art. Part of the rage against hermetic works is that they also shatter the
comprehensibility of traditional works.™ Adorno thus values the hermetic
as a force for cultural criticism, one that draws its revolutionary potential
from denial in the face of sociew.

Like the poeti ermeti, Adorno did not have in mind the Hermetica of late
classical antiquity or the early modern period. For him, the most impor-
tant representative of hermetic poetry in his time was Paul Celan. The
conception of hermetic poctry ocourred, as Adorno wrote, in the Art Nou-
veau period,

2. Theodor W. Adorne, Aesthetic Theory, ed. Gretel Adorao and Boll Ticdemann {Min-
neapolis, Minn., 1997), p. 74

3 Theodor W, Adorme, *Ewgagement,” in idem, Nobee zure Liteveties vol, 5 (Frnb D
Main, T965), pp. T1HI=112

Ao Adlorno, Aetlietie Ty, po 108
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1. Julius Evola and Esoteric Hermeticism

Julius Evola (1898-1974), the “will-o'-the-wisp of the conservative revolu-
tion,” wrote The Hevmetic Tradition (19531) as an heir to esoteric Hermeti-
cism.®

For Evola, “Hermeticism” was alchemy, for, in the Middle Ages and the
Renaissance, Hermeticisin was “directly connected with the alchemical
traditdon” (p. xv). The origin of alchemy was not chemistry, and thus nol
the alteration of materials for practical use, but rather "knowledge ol mys
teries.” Evola understood “Hermeticism” as the knowledge of processes
of change that occur beneath a surface and must be understood sy
bolically. Evola wished to show the reader this world, the hidden world ol
change. For this reason the German translation bears the subtitle “Von
der alchemischen Umwandlung der Metalle und des Menschen in Gold,
Entschliisselung einer verborgenen Symbolsprache” (On the alchemical
transmutation of metals and man into gold, decoding a hidden symbaoli
language). Alchemical "change,” in Evola’s sense of the word, oceurs in
nature in the transmutation of metals and in the psychic world in the
alteration of human personality. Evola did not mean, as C. G, Jung L
did, that alchemy had primarily to do with a projection of uneonscions
psvchological processes; rather, he affirmed that it had 1o do with real,
physical processes of change that corresponded o psychological poo
cesses, The deciphering of symbols had an existential meaning, ane he
understood symbol not as a referential correlation between immanence
and transcendence but instead as a world of its own, The syimbals Fuola
mentioned had a historical locus and could only be explained by 1ol
lowing his theory of cultural decline: "Modern civilization stands o the
one side and on the other the entirety of all the civilizations that have
preceded it (for the West, we can put the dividing line at the end of the
Middle Ages)” {p. 14). The two worlds were more separated than con
nected, and any supposed genesis of the one world out ol the ather was
scarcelv to be discerned:

For there are two worlds, one of which has m"p:u:m-ﬂ itsell by cntningy ol
nearly every contact with the past, For the great majority ol maderns, o
means any possibility of nnderstneding the tscditional world Tas been com

pletely fost, (p. 1)

S, Tl citmtions heve aee Gooe e Eoglishe toonsbation, The flevmetie Tradition: Syodali
evored Aevechiienges of e Rewpeed At (Rew hvesnaer, N, 1ARIS)

i, Ser sl Eyoeli boeon lonten pee Db oabbnasn, Uliks Dewten bs b oo el ool alve paoalslishiling
Fawwnses Danbengin dn Dbk, Saee By, Tl Pleviette Pradeteon, g 15



138 @& Chapter 5

Because the Hermetic tradition belonged to the world of premodern cul-
tures, it is impossible to comprehend it using the heuristic methods of
the other culture, which are entirely alien to it—namely, the culture of the
modern world and its ideal of the scientific method. To understand the
Hermetic, we must separate ourselves entirely from that which consti-
tutes modern man: “to understand its spirit, we need to translate it in-
wardly from one world to the other” (p. 14). We must not strive to achieve
understanding in the objectivizing spirit of modern science, according to
Evola, but instead give ourselves over entirely to this other world in order
to understand it. This is no simple transition, no gradual process of ad-
aptation; it is a sudden leap, entirely alien to the world in which modern
man lives. The world we need to understand cannot be deduced from the
world in which we live, and to describe the Hermetic is thus a leap into
the entirely Other, Unlike many other adherents of the esoteric, Evola
refers to the texts of the Corpus Hermeticum, which are not only a topic
of his book but offer a guideline to its interpretation (p. 16}. Evola does
not just develop his critique of civilization along the lines of the utopian
ideal of an alleged Hermetic radition; he understands himself as part of
this tradition whose renaissance he wishes to effect. He does not argue in
order to convinee; his book is intended only for those who are ready to be
guided by it. What he has written, he says, is a form of initiation: “Rather
than being simply read, this book demands study” (p. xix). The goal to
be attained is the discovery of a “new land whose existence was previously
unsuspected” (p. xix),

Among many adherents of the esoteric, Evola’s Hermetic Tradition
is unquestionably valid and is viewed as an extremely important work
on Hermeticism. For in esoteric circles there is alwavs a demand not
for treatments of the Hermetic texts from the perspective of history or
the history of ideas but rather to perceive in them a “deeper, symbolic
truth.”

This interpretation of the Hermetic tradition is characteristic of many
esoteric versions of Hermeticism, It clearly explains why esoteric Hermeti-
cism can no longer be the object of scientific examination, as it requires
loyalty and belief, which is incompatible with common sense or with to-
day’s traditional standards of rationality.

The investigation of Hermeticism from the standpoint of the history of
ideas, culture, or memory is, in any case, unsuited to this ohjective, espe-
cially as the concept of Hermeticism expands enormously when certain
heroes of the esoteric are revered as reincarnations of Hermes Trismegis-
tus. Dieter Riggeberg maintains, “The concept of the ‘Hermetic” is traced
back 1o the science of ta adept whom the history of the oceult knows
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under the name of Hermes Trismegistus, and who has restored Egyptian
magic to us in his incarnation as Franz Bardon,™

Contemporary adherents of the esoteric take the concept of “the
Hermetic” or “Hermeticism” as a vague synonym for their own pecu
liar philosophy. This use of the concept occurred early and strikingly
in the book fsis Unveiled by Helena Petrovna Blavatsky (1831-1891). In
the “Hermetic Brotherhood of Light,” the "Hermetic Brotherhood ol
Luxor,” and other nineteenth- and twentieth-century groups that have
called themselves Hermetic, “The teachings of Hermeticism™ have been
understood “as alternarives to the materialistically oriented science ol
causality.™

2, Umberto Eco’s Hermetic Semiosis and Heinrich
Rombach’s Hermeticism

One of the most interesting attempts to understand Hermeticism systenan
cally and derive it historically was made by Umberto Eco.” Eco distinguished
hetween two models of interpretation. One stemming from Greek vational
ism, has its determining epistemological model in "knowing Iy means ol
the cause.” The rationality of this model rests in the construction ol Tinea
chains of causes and effects based on the principle of identity, whiclis ox
pressed in the tertium non datur. “From these principles follows the methal
of thought characteristic of western rationalism, the modus fiomens: il then
q, there is p, therefore q” (p. 59). This is the basis of Western vationalinm
Besides this model, there is, according to Eco, also a second one, Along with
the concepts of identity and consistency, Greek thought developed that ol
constant metamorphosis, whose symbaol is Hermes: the vationality ol i
causal, irreversible linearity is constantly subject to the vortes of the hovnl
less, the apeiron. Eco ascribes the two models to different peciods of e
Rationalism was anchored in the philosophy of Plato and Avistotle, whereas
the second century €. was the heyday of Hermes. This was the e whan
the various gods of different cultures were identified with oneanother and,
as @ result, the foreign became comprehensible as another expression ol
the familiar Isis and Demeter were one, This was why the Heomesis ol the

T Deter Rigpeberg, Theosefaie nud Awthosfudogie fn Liclite de Hevmeteh (Wapapaninl,
TRy, o MM

A Fow o typical delingtion, see b/ Swwasdeimis vornele S Tlermenik.

O, Ulibiewto Eaar, £ Eivaafs dell soterpeceatoonie {Malan, TR Caevmam i ansbwtion, e Caen
zent dber Baebenfrotaadions { M oicTvand Viesna, 1R Tlie citatioms i this pavasgragah follaw i
Caewnniaan calitionn; the presagges e onbted o the Eoglishe lnggoage ciliii, Dl Lamits of
Fragerpretentevar (I8 essmninggdon, Bl 1100
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second century no longer obeyed the principle of the excluded middle.
“Now, many things could be true at the same time, even though they contra-
dicted one another” (p. 62). Applied to literature, this means that, for the
adherents of Hermeticism, there were many texts that told of the true God.
It these texts contradicted one another, this omly meant that they did not
stand on their own, but that every word in them was an allusion, an allegory.
These books must be scoured for a truth that lies hidden behind their su-
perficial meaning and that tells of a hidden God. Bug, like the hidden God,
the hidden meaning of these books can be only a single truth, one that lies
beyond human truth and cannot be formulated in simple statements. Their
truth is accessible only in visions and dreams, and through oracles, and it is
communicated by the deity himself. An unknown God possesses a mysteri-
ous and deep truth that can be appropriately expressed and transmitted
only if normal, objectivizing language is not used: “The gods speak [ ... ]
in hieroglyphic and enigmatic messages” (p. 63). Under the maxim “what
15 above is like that which is below,” the world hecomes an endless weh of
references, always pointing to something else but never to a single ground.
Allegoresis must therefore lead into emptiness, for it does not allow for ob-
Jjectification. Eco stresses that, for men, the text is endlessly explicable, and
there are no bounds to legitimate interpretation.

Eco's definition suits many texts belonging to the history of Hermeticism
but not others. The resolution of the contradiction of immanence into a
unity of transcendence belongs to the classical topoi of Platonie philosophy,
which distinguishes between the essence of an object and its manifestations.
The concept of a supreme principle beyond representability and objective
knowledge also has its historical and systematic place in Platonism. It is Pla-
to’s doctrine of the “ldea of the Good,” as he described it in the Republic, In
this regard, Hermeticism, Neoplatonism, and “negative theology” cannot
be categorically distinguished from Platonism.

Heinrich Rombach applies the term “Hermetics” to a special form of
philosophy, a philosophy of “impermeability, inaccessibility, incompre-
hensibility,” which he sees as the antithesis of hermeneutics." According
to Rombach, Hermetics is based on a “sense of the abyss,” beyond classical
rationality. This Other is intangible but omnipresent. In his book, Per kom-
mende Gott: Hermetih—eine neue Weltsicht (The coming God: Hermetics—a
new world view, 1991, he writes:

The dimension of the abyss is the hermetic, It stands behind all that is
grounded and capable of being grounded, behind all that is changeahle

10, Meivvich Rombackh, e fennende Gott: Flevmetib—reine newe Weltsieht (Freilung,
1y, pa 17
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and tangible, Not only does it stand behind, it penetrates it and saurates

it. (p. 17)

Rombach claims he is the first to have elevated this insight into a phi
losophy, into a “philosophical hermetic.” Prior to him, only poets had ex
pressed the “hermetic phenomenon.” With this concept of the hermetic,
Heinrich Rombach stands in the tradition of the use of the term in liteviny
studies, as in Adorno and the poesia ermeticn. He is not concerned with un
derstanding the history of the Western spirit in the texts generally desiy
nated Hermetic but rather with a conceptualization that rests on comnon
SCNSC.

In the wake of Rombach's philosophical formulation of the hermetn
and of Eco’s derivation of it in the history of ideas, as well as Evola's can
tericism, some writers have attempted to define and describe the hevmetis
as the tradition of the “whaolly other,” as something beyond the Tnstory ol
philosophy oriented toward Aristotle and Plato. Thus, for instance, Rall
Liedtke, sees in the hermetic a “traditional philosophy of difference” tha
is the root of “our identity-critical, eclectic, and syncretistic present.” Thin
philosophy makes use of an “cntirely different type of reason™ and L i
“higher acceptance of logical incompatibility.™!

Such a definition might be suitable for Hermeticism from the eighteenth
century on. In this period occult and esoteric groups increasingly invoked
Hermes Trismegistus. But this characterization is inadequate For Flermeti
literature in the period up through the seventeenth century, Comprieil
studies in the history of ideas, literature, and philosophy luve veached (il
ferent conclusions and have in no way tried to define Hermeticim an the
“wholly other.”

11, Ralf Liedike, Die Hermetik: Traditionetle Philocophie der Differenz (Padeiboin, 1R,
p. 10,



Chronology

fifth century B.C.E.

first century B.C.E.

first century

second century

third century

fourih century

Herodotus identifies the Egyptian God Thoth with the Gaeek
Hermes.

The texts of the Corfus Hermeticimn are composed between th
first century B.C.E and the fourth century e

Antiochus of Athens is the first to hand down an astrologioal
citation attributed to Hermes.

Diodorus of Sicily describes the Egyptian Hevmesasa legendan
culture founder.

Cicero mentions five gods and heroes named Hevmes e L
was the legendary Egyptian Hermes.

The Cyranidi, which were composed between the L T il
centuries, contain magicabmedical prescriprions oo e
name of Hermes,

Phile of Byblos is the first to honor Hermwes with the aiinie
Trismegistus, “thrice-great.”

Athenagoras of Athens is the first Christinm writer tor i
Hermes Trismegistus,

A papyrus from the second to third conury, now i Vi,
contains some fragmentary Hermetic weilings.

In the Pappri Graeed Magicar, some dating Back 1o the s
century maE bt most stemming lrom the secoml o the
fomrth century, Hemnes i dnvekeedd o il aned g ol
sppells,

Clement of Alesandeia mentions lovey-two plilosoplogal aned
smechical books of Termes,

Tevtullizoe calls Flevmes thee teaeBer ol all weatoeal seientises

Fombinns o Mnopolis velers o lermes” writings lin e sprininl
sbcle ol ale ey,
Lavetwnntins sees clean correspaondenees between e theology ol

et b bmann annned dhwan ool Chinistiniiy
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fifth century

sixth century

cighth century

tenth century

eleventh century

twelfth century

fourteenth century

fifteenth century

sixteenth century

seventeenth century

For lamblichus, Hermeticism is an ancient Egyptian doctrine
that harmonizes with Neoplatonism,

Hermetic texts, including The Ogdoad Reveals the Ennead, are
also in the Gnaostic library of Nag Hammadi.

Augustine condemns Hermes, and especially the apocalypse in
the Asclefiins, as heathen idolaty,

Swobacus records @ number of older Hermetic fragments,
including the Kore Kosmu,

In a text later handed down under the name Augustine,
Quaodvalideus refers positively wo Hermes as a pagan witness
of the Trinity.

The alchemist Olympiodorus alfivms that Hermes conceived
of man as microcaosm.

Albuzar recounts the legend of the first Hermes, who set the
primeval wisdom down in writing prior o the Flood; of the
second, who later revived it and of the third, who wrote
alchemical texts,

The Tabula Smaragdina is first attested in the Mystery af Creation,

I the Cireular Letter af the Sgheres, Hermes is celebrated as the
“Master of Wonders."

I the Suda there i3 an account of the doctrines of Hermes,
Psellus knows the Carpus Hermeticum in the form in which it
has been handed down to us,

In the sphere of the “school of Chartres,” translations are
made [rom Arabic, and there is renewed interest in the
Ascleprius,

Hugo of Sanmlla ranslates the Tabwla Smaragding into Latin.

The Boek af the Twenty-four Philosaplers, atributed o Hermes,
offers definitions of the essence of God,

Hortulanus writes a commentary on the Tabul Smaragdine,

Berthold von Moosburg often cites Hermeric  texts as
authoritative references,

Nicholas of Cusa cites Hermetic texts and is auacked as a
Hermetic pantheist,

Ficino wanslates the Corpus Hermeticum into Latin and views
Hermes as the founder of a philosophical oadition of
revelation.

Franck views the Hermetic texis as ranking equally with those
of the Bible.

Patrizi sees Hermes as the second greatest sage, nest o
Loroaster and far superior to Aristotle,

Mornay, making use ol the Hermetic texts, promotes religious
tolerance.

In the Awwora Philossphorian, the Arab legend of Hermes is
adopted by Paracelsism.

In alchemo-Faracelsism, Paracelsus becomes the “seconed
Hermes" or the "German Flermes,” who revived the primewal
wisclom,

Cusanbaon recopniaes the texis of the Corfrees flevanetivetn as
Fovgery combining Chrisian aned Plaonic conveps,

eighteenth century

nineteenth century

twentieth century
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Conring declares that the Paracelsists are wrong in inveking
ancient Hermeticism.

Cudworth defends the texts of the Corfus Hermeticans, sonve ol
which cantain authentic ancient Egyptian doctrines.

Colberg sees in Hermeticism nothing other than Pl
doctrine and the basis of the doctrines of the Pietists anel
other “fanatics.”

The Pietists deny any connection with Hermeticism andd allinm
that one can discern, in the Hermetic texts, a pale vellea i
of Joseph’s deeds in Egypt.

In the first German-language edition of the Corfrus Hevamelic i,
the image of Hermes from sixteenth- and seventeentl
century alchemo-Paracelsism and the Tabula Smevegdin i
combined with the Corfrus Hermelicum,

Tiedemann, in his wanslation, undertakes an Enlightemmnen
interpretation of the Corpus Hlermeticiim.

Ignaz von Born portrays Hermes as an ancient Egyption proto
Enlightenment thinker.

Rosicrucian  Freemasonry adopts the  tracitional e«
Hermes a5 a primeval sage and wages battle in his s
against the Enlightenment and the modern sataral soicinces

Hermes, for Creuzer, is the symbaol of wisdom sl eroadition

In many occult and esoteric groups the alehemo e lain
image of Hermes s cultivated, despite criticism,

Ungaretti's poetry is designated goesia ermetice, s e coneepl
is adopled by his adherents.

Adormno recognizes a foree for eriteisny in the imosment logh
of hermetic works of art that elude consumability,

Fvola understands Hermeticism as  ihe entirely “othen
premodern world that cannot be judged Ty e vt
criteria of our own age.

Eco defines Hermeticism as the tradition (i Bas atiemped i
think the terfinm datur,
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Agathodaimon The “goodly spirit” was a Greck god who gave oracles. Tnothe 1ol
emaic period he was identified with Shai, the Egyptian personilication of Late, anil
inn the Roman period was worshiped especially in Alexandria.

astromedicine Therapeutic practices based on the concept that ihe sty alleen il
human body and can cause illnesses,

decans Constellations or parts of constellations. In ancient Egypt theiv ising o theh
position on the ecliptic divided the night into twelve hours,

demons Demons, from Plato on, were intermediaries between God annd i, vosprai
sible, inter alia, for prophecy.

elements (Aristotelian doctrine of ) The four elements consist ol primal watien i
void of form and quality, 2and the dual combination of fowr qualitics: canih {aaalil
and dry}, water (cold and damp), air {damp and warm}, s five Owanm aml div)
If one of the qualities changes, one element transforms into anaether,

emanation The gushing or radiating of the ontically lower Trons the Taghes T
higher, divine substance allows the cosmos to emanate from it in descending st
without thereby being diminished isell. Each stage derives its boing and vk o
the one above i, and being and rank progressively diminish with greates distan e
from the source of being,

Enoch The son of Cain, sometimes identified with Hermes in the Plevmetic esis
Unlike his father and son, Enoch was supposed to lave Taed o heiel™ Tiletne of
365 vears. He did not dic, however, hut was “anshoed” by Geod, Aoviehapocaly e
literature bears e mame FEnoch {Books of Enoch,

Ether The Ether, Trom classic
est region of the heavens, Avistoale deseribed itas e b, celestial ety (e

anticuity on, was interpreted s the divine, high

Chuimfa Fasentia), In Nrnlrlilllrn'l.\lli e Eabver was vnelerstoon] too conasise ol Tigha,
heavendy, living, and celestially e mnter, of which demons consist, and whis
cormveyed souls o carthly Toalies,

Florus Thas ancient Epyptian o s wn Gest worshiipedd s sk goals e the ceiggn
Dy kg s comsdcleveed g e oo o et ol lors At sy ol Bsis ol € e i,
Dvee aovenngeaa b 0l vovnneden ool ik ot el Kbl Sacaly
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intelligible That which can be comprehended by human reason, in contrast 1o that
which is perceived by the senses,

interna rerum The heart, the essence of things, which cannot be directly discerned at
their surface, though it is not necessarily distinct from their appearance.

Isis An Egyptian goddess who was the sister and wife of Osirs and the mother of
Horus. In late classical antiquity the [sis mysteries, in which Isis was revered as
All-Goddess, spread throughout the Roman world.

mantic The art of reading the fumre or the will of God. A distinetion is made be-
tween natural, enthusiastic mantic, in which a seer speaks in ecstasy, and artificial
mantic, the interpretation of signs.

Menes The first, legendary king of Egypt, whose historicity is unlikely and whose
name is not attested until the New Kingdom. Greek writers such as Herodotus and
Diodorus made him out to-be the legendary founder of Egyptian culwre,

metallurgy Extraction, processing, and transmutation of metals, especially in con-
nection with mining in the early modern period. In alchemy it also entailed the
making of gold {dhrysafoeta).

mythealchemy The concept that the classical myths are symbolic accounts of alchemy,
In mythoalchemical allegoresis, for example, the Hiad is explained as an account
having 1o do with the Philosophers' Stone.

natal chart Position of the stars at birth from which the destiny of man, especially his
existence on carth, can be read,

negative theology The doctrine according to which statements regarding the cs-
sence of God can only be expressed in the negative, for God cannot be described
in finite, discursive human language.

Ogdoad. The eighth celestial sphere, situated beyond the seven planets known at
that time.

ontotheology This philosophy, in its narrower sense, is understood as the “inferring
of the Supreme Being through mere conceptions, without the aid of experience”
(Eant). In Western philosophy, Heidegger attempted to discern essentials of onto-
theology, understanding it to be the unity of ontelogy and theology.

Osiris The ancient Egyptian god who was worshiped as ruler of the netherworld.
The deceased king was believed at first to be Osirls, although later every individual
could become an Osiris after death. In the myth of Osiris, as handed down by
Plutarch, Osiris was killed by Typhon, and his death was later avenged by his son,
Horus; Osiris's scatrered body parts were collected by Isis,

panacea A universal cure that is effective against all illnesses, rejuvenates the human
body, and can also transform base metals into precious ones.

pantheism Doctrine according to which God and nature are identical, IF nature is un-
derstood pantheistically, all being is in God, without God’s merging into the world.

Philosopher's Stone (lapis philosophorum) This substance, sought after by alchemists,
was believed 1o be capable of transforming metals, curing illnesses, and prolonging
life; it was sometimes considered to be a universal medium of redemption.

physicotheology The endeavor to infer the nature of the creator, that is, God, from
the order, beauty, and ellicacy of the world.

pneuma The Holy Spirit as breeze, The concept of incorporeal spirit is dervived from
the original meaning “breath”™ or “wind.”

pseudepigrapha Writings that do not stem Trom the author to whom they are -
Lributed.

Quinta Essentia The Gilth, celestial element of the heivenly sphenes (see By, The
gpuiantessence, fronn the Middle Ages oo, wis comsidered e be the sulstte of all
vovnbiesn avned ecomilel B oolstanimasal 1l gl elistillagiven
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Serapis A late Egyptian-Hellenistic deity whose name derives from the names Osiris
and Apis. In late antiquity, the cult of Serapis spread thronghout the western world,
especially in Rome.

Seth The ancient Egyptian god considered to be the murderer of Osiris and the op
ponent of Horus; he s not to be confused with the like-named third son of Adam,

sublunar/supralunar Beginning epecially with Aristotle the cosmos was thought 1o
be a ball consisting of concentric spheres. The supra- or translunar region (the
region beyond the moon) is characterized by an ideal, circular orbitand consists of
the “hfth element,” the Guinta Essentia. In the sublunar region (the region helow
the moon) all bodies consist of the four elements, and are subject to coming nle
being and perishing.

syneretism A combination of heterogencous philosophical doctrines that is never, o
only seldom, systematically expressed.

Tat Originally Tat was probably a writing of Thoth. In {peendo-)Manetho, Tatwas the
son of the second Hermes and the grandson of Agathodaimon. Tne the evmeth
texts he was considered to be the disciple and successor of Hermes Trismegision

theurgy A technique or ritual for entering inte a relationship with the gods or ighe
powers and placing them at one's service,

Three Principle doctrine The doctrine, introduced by Paracelsus, acconding o
which all materials are composed of the principles salt, sulfur, sowd quicksilver, o
coexisted with the Aristotelian docrine of the elements. The doctvine of sulfun wnl
quicksilver, which had earlier been the common one, was appliced only o meiils

Typhon Son of the earth goddess Gaia and personification of the netherworld, Tas
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underlies the phonetic word.
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