CHAPTER I

CREATION AND DESTRUCTION IN ANCIENT AND RENAISSANCE HERMETISM

Mercury saw all Argus’ eyelids closed and every eye vanquished in sleep. He stopped and with
his wand, his magic wand, soothed the tired resting eyes and sealed their slumber; quick then with
his sword struck off the nodding head and from the rock threw it all bloody, spattering the cliff
with gore. Argus lay dead; so many eyes, so bright quenched, and all hundred shrouded in one
night.

Ovid, “To” in Metamorphoses

I. Contemporary Holistic Esotericism and the New Age in Perspective

A. An Attempt to Define the Hydra

1. A moment within the Hermetic Tradition

In this work, we often use the term, “New Age,” in a broad sense to describe contemporary

esoteric spirituality, even though New Age per se was a religious and spiritual movement that
seemed to reach its peak in the late 1980°s and then fade out of existence — at least as a
“movement.” For example, Steven J. Sutcliffe, in Children of the New Age: A History of
Spiritual Practices, goes so far as to suggest that it no longer exists, but has dispersed into other
contemporary religious currents.! In an article on “New Age Religion” (2002), one of the
foremost experts on the subject, Wouter Hanegraaff suggests that New Age should be seen as a
“buzzword.”® Often it is used a “catch-all phrase” that simultaneously encompasses a very broad
spectrum of various religious ideas, practices, traditions and presuppositions that often seem to be
mixed with other sometimes seemingly opposing religious ideas, practices, traditions and
presuppositions.® New Age, as it is called by observers and not always by participants, is not a
unified movement in the sense of an organized religion. Most of its supposed adherents rather
describe themselves as “spiritual” as opposed to being “religious.” New Age is a contemporary
form of esoteric spirituality.

As suggested, what makes New Age so difficult to categorize is the fact that most people,

whom academics or observers call “New Agers,” do not consider themselves as such. For

1 See, for example, Steven J. Sutcliffe, Children of the New Age: A History of Spiritual Practices (London: Routledge,
2003).

2 Wouter J. Hanegraaff, “New Age Religion,” Religions in the Modern World, ed. Linda Woodhead (London:
Routledge, 2002) 249.

3 Paul Heelas, The New Age Movement: The Celebration of the Self and the Sacralization of Modernity (Oxford:
Blackwell Publishers, reprint 1999) 67, 149. Heelas states: “Those disillusioned by the aridity of Christian services, or
who want something other than a theistic God, do not have to go far to find a form of Christianity which should cater
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Blackwell, 2005) 1.



example, some spiritual gurus like Sankara Saranam, a.k.a. Eric Dwight Ben-Meir, forthrightly
denounce New Age. Although many of the cosmological presuppositions posited in Saranam’s
book, God without Religion: Questioning Centuries of Accepted Truths, are similar to those of the
original New Age Movement, he claims that it is a movement that ignores “humanity while
proclaiming unity with the universe.” He believes that his “God without Religion Movement”
avoids those pitfalls.

In some sense, Saranam’s “Movement” highlights the problems associated with the study
of “New Age.” On the one hand, it appears that there is a group of people, who profess
something like “New Age beliefs,” but on the other hand, they are no where to be found. What
one person deems to be categorized as “New Age,” another person rejects as a category. At a
popular level, some people identify New Age as something as innocuous as incense burning and
practicing yoga, while others see it as a conspiracy of evil magi to take over the world.® Most of
these “conspiracy writers” focus on the negative stance that New Agers or contemporary
esotericists take against more dogmatic or traditional forms of Christianity, by proposing a
“religionless™ spirituality that anticipates a new type of civilization and even humanity that will
transform the earth. Most of these “conspiracy writers” are skeptical of these utopian pretensions,
pointing to the covert violence that lurks beneath some New Age presuppositions. Therefore, it is
difficult to find a way or an approach that takes both understandings of “New Age,” as both
simultaneously innocuous and potentially dangerous, seriously.

Perhaps one way to do this is to indeed no longer see New Age as a separate
“movement,” but as a moment within a larger spiritual, but also esoteric tradition, which has roots
within western culture. In the same article written by Wouter Hanegraaff, mentioned above, he
suggests that the original sources for New Age Religion were esoteric currents in Jewish and
Christian culture, especially Hermetic Gnosis and Renaissance Hermeticism that became
secularized, or divorced from its heterodox Christian roots in confrontation with Modernity. This

secularized esoteric Hermetism reached its peak in the nineteenth century Hermetic and occult

5 Sankara Saranam, God without Religion: Questioning Centuries of Accepted Truths (East Ellijay, GA: The
Pranayama Institute, 2005) 65-66. For example, on the front jacket cover of his book, ben-Meir states: “Disillusioned
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altogether. A more satisfying and transformative option is to embark on a quest to discover God on your own. Using
time-tested tools of spiritual investigation, it becomes possible to examine your present beliefs, explore the nature of
God and sense of self, and ultimately expand your identity.”
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Coming Age of Barbarism (Shreveport: Huntington House, 1983); Constance E. Cumbey, A Planned Deception: The
Staging of a New Age ‘Messiah’ (East Detroit: Pointe Publishers, 1985); Douglas R. Groothuis, Unmasking the New
Age (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1986); Randall N. Baer, Inside the New Age Nightmare (Lafayette:
Huntington House, 1989).



revival, which followed a similar revival in the eighteenth century.” To a great extent, we have
come to agree with Hanegraaftf’s estimation about the sources of “New Age,” and have attempted
to define the contemporary phenomenon as a Hermetic tradition within the greater Hermetic
Tradition that has antecedents in Antiquity.

2. The Academic and Religious Work of Peter Kingsley
a. The Hermetic Tradition: A Store-House for Alternative Traditions
In order to define our object of study, i.e. New Age as a Hermetic trend, we will also rely

extensively on the work of Peter Kingsley, primarily because Kingsley, a well-known academic,
has also claimed to have re-discovered the religion of the ancient Presocratics, which he alleges to
have found through his study of Hermetism. With his School of Wisdom, he has become a
contributor to the development of contemporary Hermetic spirituality, which is now located in the
mountains of the state of Georgia. Claiming that the Hermetic Tradition became a carrier of
Pythagorean and Presocratic philosophy and spirituality, Kingsley attempts to take the Corpus
texts out of the world of pure academia and elucidate their human dimension, i.e. how they were
used by human people as a guide to inspiration and initiation.

On his website, he implies that he also practices the “mystical ecstasy” of the
Parmenidean and Empedoclean tradition and wants to transmit it to others. According to him,
when used rightly, it will heal the current crisis of Western culture. He says that the goal of his
work is to “bring back to life and make accessible again, the extraordinary mystical tradition that
lies forgotten right at the roots of the western world.” Like most contemporary esotericists and
New Agers, Kingsley is a perennialist; that is to say, he believes that some primordial or universal
tradition of wisdom underlies all religions or religious expressions. However, he does not point
East, but believes that the primordial tradition can be found at the “root” of the western
philosophical tradition, that is, in the life and works of the Presocratic philosophers. Ominously,
Kingsley warns that the West must return to its source of meaning, or it will have no future.®

On his website, Kingsley admits that the purpose of the “return” to the Presocratics is to
discover an immediate and direct experience of one’s own divinity. As we will see, this is a
recurrent theme in much contemporary esoteric as well as New Age discourse. Since self-
divinization is the goal of his philosophy, Kingsley’s work both fits within the framework of
contemporary esotericism, but has also become one of its “sources.” The need to become a “god”

is made clearer in his discussion of the ancient philosophers, Parmenides and Empedaocles.

7 “New Age Religion,” Religions in the Modern World, 254-257.
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Concerning Parmenides, he says that he was a priest of Apollo and a ‘“healer, who
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worked through ecstasy,” whose “logic,” “when understood rightly and applied in daily life, has
the mysterious power of taking us back to the gods.” He says that Empedocles was a “sorcerer,”
(i.e. a pharmakeus) who “openly announced that he had realized his immortality.” “Through his
poetry, he recorded techniques, which are as powerful now as they ever have been, to lead people
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to the direct experience of their own divine nature.” Kingsley’s books and seminars provide
ample background information and discussion of ecstatic or mystical techniques for potential
adherents to re-construct their own “Pythagoreanism.”® Kingsley claims that the thought of the
Presocratics was preserved through the greater Hermetic Tradition, developing into a kind of

“store-house” for marginalized esoteric spiritual traditions.

b. Four Characteristics of the Greater Hermetic Tradition
Because the Hermetic Tradition as such became a kind of spiritual “store-house” for ideas and

techniques, this accounts for the many contradictory elements within the tradition itself, but also
for its tremendous popularity as an undercurrent within western spirituality. Esoteric thinkers and
occult practitioners could pick and choose from a broad smorgasbord of ideas and practices they
deemed subjectively useful for their particular purposes, which aligns it with the popular practices
of today. Thanks to its association with the ancient Egyptian priest “Hermes Trismegistus,” the
Hermetic Tradition provided a more acceptable vehicle for the transmission of so-called
“deviant” philosophies, despite criticism, even within Antiquity. From late Antiquity through the
Renaissance, the Hermetic Tradition provided a cover that allowed otherwise condemned
practices, like magic, to continue to exist and flourish.

Kingsley discusses four elements or characteristics that he believes are necessary to
understand the Hermetic texts as well as the broader Hermetic Tradition in which we contend
New Age participates. These elements help us to understand why on the one hand New Age
appeared to be a contemporary religious “movement,” albeit a solipsistic one, but on the other
hand, seemed to transform itself out of recognition. According to Kingsley, first, in the history of
Pythagoreanism, “originality and the ability to keep going beyond one’s predecessors were
considered essential aspects of the creative inspiration which is need to keep the esoteric
transmission fresh and alive.”*?

Second, and related to the first point, one must keep in mind that as a

philosophical/theological tradition, which associated itself with the patronage of the god Hermes,

9 Peter Kingsley, “Parmenides & Empedocles”, www.Peterkingsley.org/home/pages.cfm?ID=5.

10 Peter Kingsley, “An Introduction to the Hermetica: Approaching Ancient Esoteric Tradition,” From Poimandres to
Jacob Bohme: Gnosis, Hermetism and the Christian Tradition, ed. Roelof van den Broek and Cis van Heertum
(Amsterdam: In de Pelikaan, 2000) 26.



it was “by definition a tradition which was perpetually shifting, changing, refining itself, moving
beyond itself. It was a tradition that managed to retain its essential power at one level by, at
another level, staying in a state of perpetual flux: adapting itself, presenting a new face to each
new generation and in response to new situations.” This explains why New Age or
Contemporary Holistic Esotericism, as an esoteric tradition that is extremely indebted to the
greater Hermetic Tradition, is able to adapt and change and appear differently from its previous
forms in Antiquity, the Renaissance and even throughout Modernity (i.e. in the Enlightenment
and during the Romantic period). This also explains why New Age seemed to appear as a well
defined movement in the 1980’s, but after the Harmonic Convergence debacle, quickly seemed to
disperse and disintegrate in the 1990’s. Certain “family resemblances” are still detectable in
other spiritual movements. The fact is, by definition as a Hermetic Tradition, New Age cannot be
categorized as a “movement” per se, but should be seen as a fragmentary moment within the
greater Hermetic tradition that was rediscovered and re-interpreted in the Renaissance, but has
some antecedents in the iatromantic Presocratic philosophers, especially, Pythagoras, Parmenides,
Empedocles, and Heraclites. Because of this, one can speak of Hermetic traditions and envision
New Age as one of these.

Three, Kingsley claims that one should see the contradictory elements with the various
traditions as an integral part of the Tradition’s teaching process itself. “Speaking theoretically
one could say that contradiction is the only way of pointing to the divine, which is beyond the
limitations of human logic and reason.” Kingsley believes that this formal aspect of the Hermetic
texts, i.e. the purposeful use of contradiction in the texts, but also within the Tradition, links them
to the “Gnostic library near Nag Hammadi: texts where fundamental contradictions are
deliberately presented in the form of riddles or enigmas.”

Fourth, and related to the third point, contractions were used in such a way to
purposefully “confuse provoke, force people back on themselves and — as a preliminary to
launching them into a totally new dimension of knowing — make them realize how little they
really knew before.”'! For example, the use of the koan in Zen Buddhism, where a nonsense
statement is presented to the student, similarly helps him to discover a broader, yet, unspeakable
dimension of Reality. The purpose of the koan is not to test the student’s ability to solve logical
puzzles, but to help him to focus his attention, in some sense, away from himself. Kingsley
claims that a similar method or technique of contradiction was frequently used in the Pythagorean

Tradition in order to force the disciple to concentrate his attention on the problem at hand:

11 “An Introduction to the Hermetica: Approaching Ancient Esoteric Tradition,” From Poimandres to Jacob Béhme:
Gnosis, Hermetism and the Christian Tradition, 26-27.



Particular sayings given to a pupil to force him to focus his whole awareness on a problem and
put all his energy into it, rather than listening passively and just accepting whatever he is taught.
It was the energy generated by working on the riddle that transformed the pupil, made the
teaching come alive inside him. The process was an initiation in its own right, and this is a point
that explains why initiations in the ancient world were often intimately associated with riddles.
Scholars nowadays tend to make the mistake of assuming that riddles of this type were always
accompanied sooner or later with an answer; with a neat explanation duly handed out to the
chosen initiate. What they miss is the fundamental fact that the struggle of confronting the riddle
was, itself, the initiation.*?

From this short description, we see how both the perpetually changing faces of contemporary
western esotericism as well as its internal contradictions are somehow part and parcel of the
Hermetic Tradition itself. Although the New Age Movement seemed to emerge out of the
Hippie-movement of the 1960’s and reach its peak in the late 1980’s, given its close connections
to the nineteenth century Hermetic revival, Renaissance Hermetism and through it, ancient
Hermetism, we can more easily place this brief phenomenon within the much longer history of
western religious thought. Namely, we shall interpret it as a particular temporal expression within
the larger framework of western Hermetic esotericism that was revived in the Renaissance. The
eclectic nature of the Hermetic Tradition itself -- as a miscellaneous store-house of esoteric
techniques and ideas that allows each practitioner to pick and choose according to his own
interests, tastes and abilities -- accounts for its ability to appear as both innocuous, but sometimes

also more threatening.

B. Longing to Return to the Mythical Golden Age
1. Constructing Difference
In The New Age Movement: The Celebration of the Self and the Sacralization of Modernity, Paul

Heelas says the term New Age is meant to convey the idea that a “significantly better way of life

is dawning,”

over the old way of life. The old way of life, or “old age,” refers to the way of life
dominated by traditional western Christianity. In order to break through to the new way of life, a
new way of thinking is needed. This new way of thinking is understood as a paradigm change
and should revitalize culture and transform the individual’s as well as society’s consciousness,
which includes a consciousness of innate divinity. For many contemporary people, God is no
longer seen or experienced as a transcendent other, who is not to be equated with our physical

universe and existence, but is this universe. God is understood as the cosmos or Nature and the

12 «“An Introduction to the Hermetica: Approaching Ancient Esoteric Tradition,” From Poimandres to Jacob Béhme:
Gnosis, Hermetism and the Christian Tradition, 26-27.
13 The New Age Movement, 15.



cosmos is believed to be One Mind, Spirit or Consciousness. The human being or mind is
understood to be a fragment of the divine totality of consciousness and is itself, therefore, divine.

Kocku von Stuckrad, in Western Esotericism: a Brief History of Secret Knowledge, says
that for the most part, western esoteric discourse should be seen as a method of constructing
“otherness” or “difference” over and against the (formerly) dominant discourse of traditional
theistic Christianity, which contemporary esotericists attempt to define as “dualistic.” He says
that these contemporary forms of esoteric discourse “merged from a conception of the cosmos,
which one can call holistic or monistic.”* In New Age Religion and Western Culture:
Esotericism in the Mirror of Secular Thought, Hanegraaff showed that the original New Age
Movement positioned itself against traditional Christianity, seeing it as a block to progress, or at
least an irritating hurdle that must be overcome in order to enter this new and significantly better
historical epoch. In this new epoch, a higher sort of humanity and culture will be possible,*®
where people will become conscious that they are already divine. As Shirley MacLaine was
reported to have said: “If everyone was taught one basic spiritual law, your world would be a
happier, healthier place. And that law is this: Everyone is God. Everyone.”'® This new holistic
epoch is perceived to be a “Golden Age” that can be achieved through the destruction of the
“old” state, which is deemed degenerate in some form. As we will see, the violent destruction of
the “old” is often understood as a “sacrifice.”

Holism is a form of radical spiritual monism, which can be expressed by the alchemical
and hermetic credo: Hen to Pan or “One is All.” New Age holism is sometimes expressed as
pantheism, sometimes as panentheism, but also as a form of panpsychism, which envisions

Nature not only as alive and sympathetic, but also to varying degrees conscious.!” Holism might

14 Kocku von Stuckrad, Western Esotericism: A Brief History of Secret Knowledge, trans. Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke
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(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1998) 514-521.

16 The New Age Movement, 2.

17 See Simon Blackburn, Oxford Dictionary of Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996) 275-276.
Blackburn describes panpsychism in a way that is both quite similar to ancient animism and New Age holism.
Panpsychism is “either the view that all parts of matter involve consciousness, or the more holistic view that the whole
world ‘is but the veil of an infinite realm of mental life’ (Lotze). The world, or nature, produce living creatures, and
accordingly ought to be thought of itself an alive and animated organism, literally describable as possessing reason,
emotion, and a ‘world-soul.” The view that man is a microcosm, or small version of the cosmos, which can therefore
be understood in anthropomorphic terms, is a staple theme in Greek philosophy. It passed into the medieval period via
Neoplatonism, and became shared by Leibniz, Schopenhauer, Schelling, and many others. Its most intelligible modern



even develop into panenanthropism. Panenanthropism is a rare psychological disposition, which
developed out of the ancient idea that the human person is a microcosm of the macrocosm. When
the microcosm/macrocosm idea is understood within a pantheist worldview, so that the human
person is seen to be the microtheos of the macrotheos, then, eventually the
microtheos/macrotheos analogy can be collapsed and then reversed. When this happens, the
individual might begin to believe that he is the macrocosm or the “Creative-1.” This occurs in
such a way that the isolated individual estimates himself to be the only existent being in the
universe, because he believes himself to be the universe. He mistakes himself for the Divine
Mind and collapses the totality of Reality into his finite mind or ego. No longer does he perceive

himself to be a part of the cosmos, but the cosmos has become a fragment of his infinite mind.

2. A Return to Animism
The term “holism” can be interpreted in different ways, but is for the most part a revival of

ancient forms of monistic thinking, which can be understood as animistic. Animism was a term
coined by the British anthropologist, Sir Edward Tylor (1832-1917), best known for his definition
of culture,® to explain the religious worldview of primitive peoples. Tylor created the word from
the Greek word, anima, meaning “soul,” “breath,” “life-principle” or “life-force” in order to
describe what he considered to be the earliest stages of magical thinking. He coined the term to
capture early peoples’ belief that everything was permeated by a life-force.r® Primarily, animism
is more a way of experiencing reality than a theory of it. According to Von Stuckrad,

contemporary forms of holism are animistic, but also ancient animism was “holistic”:

The conception of a living nature is also usually developed in a holistic context, whereby world
and cosmos are conceived as a dynamic plait of connections. These kinds of animistic traditions
can be found in nature-philosophical, pantheistic and animistic world-views that have recurred
throughout European cultural history. The notion of a prisca theologia or a philosophia perennis
also counts among the motifs which stimulate an esoteric discourse. The reception of Gnostic
doctrines or texts like the Corpus Hermeticum or the Chaldean Oracles produces a recurrent
tropos, to be analysed in the sense of constructing alternative identities.?

The broad acceptance of holism or contemporary animism might account for the growing

popularity of neo-shamanism as well as spirituality of the Presocratic philosophers. As Kingsley

version is perhaps the view that for environmental reasons we do well to think as if the world is a complex organism
(sometimes rather preciously called Gaia), whose unity is as fragile as that of any living thing.”

18 Thomas Hylland Eriksen and Finn Sivert Nielsen, A History of Anthropology (London: Pluto Press, 2001) 23. Tylor
saw civilization and culture as concomitant and defined them in this way: “Culture, or civilization, taken in its broad,
ethnographic sense, is that complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other
capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society. (Tylor 1958 [1871]: 1).”

19 Nevill Drury, Shamanism (Shaftsbury, Dorset: Element Books, 1996) 9.

20 Western Esotericism: A Brief History of Secret Knowledge, 11.



has shown, what we today anachronistically call “animism” was probably the psychic milieu in
which western philosophy first took root. The early Presocratic philosophers, the founders of
western philosophy, probably experienced reality in a similar fashion as some contemporary
holists, influencing their beliefs about the cosmos and existence. With the re-discovery and
popularization of the Corpus Hermeticum in the Renaissance, mentioned above, this more
“primitive mode” of magical-thinking made a come-back, continuously challenging traditional
Christianity?* from within and most recently from without. It has not only influenced the western

esoteric tradition, including New Age, but also modern western philosophy up to the present day.

3. A Return to a Magical Worldview
In his A General Theory of Magic, Marcel Mauss says that Tylor saw magic and animism as

inherently related, offering “no other explanation of magic than the one provided by his general
theory of animism.”? In Sigmund Freud’s Totem and Taboo (1913), he claims that animism is
the basis of magic.?® Influenced by nineteenth century Darwinism, Freud explains that animism
is one of the three great phases of thought, the others being religious and scientific. Although his
understanding of animism was influenced by Enlightenment notions of “progress,” and his
theories on oedipal rebellion have for the most part been rejected, his understanding of magic and
animism is extremely useful. According to Freud, the deeper essence of magic is related to what
primitive peoples imagined they could control through the power of their thoughts. That is, the
motive to practice magic was grounded in human wishes, or desires to realize one’s own
thoughts. “All we need to suppose is that primitive man had an immense belief in the power of
his wishes. The basic reason why what he sets about by magical means comes to pass is, after all,
simply that he wills it.”* Furthermore, “his wishes are accompanied by a motor impulse, the
will, which is later destined to alter the whole face of the earth in order to satisfy his wishes.”
Freud claims that initially humans attributed virtue to the will and its accompanying
wishes, but as time passed, the accent shifted from motives, i.e. why one wants something, to

methods, i.e. how to get what one wants. “It thus comes to appear as though it is the magical act

2L The term “traditional Christianity” is used as a more inclusive and as a less ideologically loaded term than, for
example, “orthodox Christianity,” which might refer to Eastern Christians, or might be used as a label by some
Christians to distinguish themselves from other Christians, whom they deem to be “less” Christian, or “dogmatic
Christianity,” which is often used by occultists as a slander against “traditional Christianity.” The term, “traditional
Christianity,” for all of its limitations, refers to those Christians, who historically ascent in a broad sense to the Nicean
Creed and an even broader sense to those Christians, who have affirmed throughout history that Jesus of Nazareth, as
the only Son of God, is the Christ.

22 Marcel Mauss, A General Theory of Animism, trans. Robert Brain (London: Routledge, 1972) 15.

2 Sigmund Freud, Totem and Taboo: Some Points of Agreement between the Mental Lives of Savages and Neurotics,
trans. James Strachey (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1950, 1980) 97-98. Frances Yates makes similar claims
in Frances A.Yates, Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1964,
reprint 1991) 381, 436.

24 Totem and Taboo, 104.



itself which, owing to its similarity with the desired result, alone determines the occurrence of
that result.””® Magic arose as a response to the practical need to control the chaos of the
surrounding environment and is a technique used to accomplish this. “Hand in hand with the
animistic system, there went a body of instructions upon how to obtain mastery of men, beasts
and things -- or rather over their spirits. These instructions go by the names of ‘sorcery’ and
‘magic.””?® Freud provides a broad definition of sorcery, claiming that it is the “art of influencing
spirits by treating them in the same way as one would treat men in like circumstances: appeasing
them, making amends to them, propitiating them, intimidating them, robbing them of their power,
subduing them to one’s will -- by the same methods that have proved effective with living men.”
Magic, on the other hand, “makes use of special procedures and not of everyday psychological
methods. ... Magical methods can, among others, be used in dealing with spirits, and magic can
be applied as well to cases where, as it seems to us, the process of spiritualizing Nature has not
yet been carried out. Magic has to serve the most varied purposes -- the subjection of natural
phenomena to the will of man.”?” Hence, the underlying principle governing magic is the belief
that one’s own desires and thoughts are all powerful. Freud calls this belief the “omnipotence of
thoughts.”?® In the animistic worldview, the one whose will is the strongest or whose thoughts
dominate is the one who dominates the world. The one who dominates the world is, at least
temporarily, the highest god. Put in a different way by a contemporary of Freud, Friedrich
Nietzsche, in what was later to become known as The Will to Power, 8 1067, in the (magical)
worldview, “The world is the will to power — and nothing besides! And you yourselves are also
this will to power — and nothing besides!”?°

The understanding of magic as a function of the will or desire is significant, coming from
the founder of modern psychology. In fact, it somehow reveals the connections between ancient
magic and the field of modern psychology, especially that of Carl Jung. Israel Regardie, in
Foundations of Practical Magic: An Introduction to Qabalistic, Magical and Meditative
Techniques, says that the practice of contemporary magic is, like primitive magic, concerned with
human psychology (e.g. the interior motives and desires of human beings). Regardie, one of the
great contemporary magicians, claims that the ultimate purpose of magic is to advance the
evolution of humanity and civilization towards a higher level. Throughout the book, Regardie

displays his profound knowledge of the Hermetic Tradition, the teachings of the Theosophical

25 Totem and Taboo, 105.

26 Totem and Taboo, 97-98.

21 Totem and Taboo, 98.

28 Totem and Taboo, 107.

29 Friedrich Nietzsche, The Will to Power, trans. Walter Kaufmann and R. J. Hollingdale (New York: Vintage Books,
1968) 550.
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Society as well as the psychology of Carl Jung, aligning his understanding of the aims of magic
with many of the aims of contemporary esotericism as it has been expressed by the New Age
Movement. According to Regardie:

Putting it simply and briefly, let me say at the outset that Magic concerns itself in the main with
the world of modern psychology. That is to say, it deals with that sphere of the psyche of which
normally we are not conscious but which exerts an enormous influence upon our lives. Magic is
a series of psychological techniques so devised as to enable us to probe more deeply into
ourselves. To what end? First, that we shall understand ourselves more completely. Apart from
the fact that such self-knowledge in itself is desirable; an understanding of the inner nature
releases us from unconscious compulsions and motivations and confers a mastery over life.
Second, that we may more fully express that inner self in everyday activities. It is only when
mankind as a whole has reached, or perhaps when the more advanced men and women in the
world have evolved, some degree of inner realization that we may ever hope for that ideal utopian
condition of things — a wide tolerance, peace, and universal brotherhood. It is to ends such as
these that Magic owes its raison d’étre.*°

B. J. Gibbons explains this more clearly in Spirituality and the Occult: from the Renaissance to
the Modern Age:

As Marcel Mauss observed, it is the magician’s ‘power over his own being’ that constitutes ‘the
prime source of strength’. For men like Pico della Mirandola, ‘subjective’ magic involving the
spiritual illumination of the magician, would lead to ‘transitive’ magic, offering control over the
external world. That is why magic, even when it attempts to command the elements, is always a
psychological system working through inner spiritual forces. It may involve elaborate rituals; it
may even as in alchemy, appear to be a primitive and misguided science. These external
elements of magic are really no more than aids in concentrating the inner forces of the magicians.
Magic is an act of will. Balzac expressed the magician’s outlook in one of his novels: ‘The
human will was a material force similar to steam-power... He who has learned the technique [of
concentrating it] could modify as he pleased everything relating to mankind, even the absolute
laws of nature.”3!

According to Gibbons, “Magic stands at the origins of the modern cult of ‘self-realization’, which
sometimes takes the form of a secular spirituality. Stoddard Martin has observed that ‘A first
function of magic is to create an effective type of personality.” Magic is essentially a means of
concentrating the will and of engaging the imagination. Although most Westerners are inclined to
dismiss it as ineffective nonsense, the fact is that magic works -- although it may not work in the
way that magicians think it does.®? ... Magic was a way of ‘turning the magician into a fully

realised human being.””® That is to say, the magician or sorcerer is a human being, who — having

%0 Israel Regardie, Foundations of Practical Magic: An Introduction to Qabalistic, Magical and Meditative Techniques
(Great Britain: Aeon, 1979) 27-28.

31 B. J. Gibbons, Spirituality and the Occult: from the Renaissance to the Modern Age (London: Routledge, 200154,
32 Spirituality and the Occult, 13-14.

33 Spirituality and the Occult, 24-25.
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a profound knowledge of human psychology -- knows how to get what he wants. The desire to
become a “fully realized human being,” implies the ability to become a god. A god is someone,
who is able to surmount the laws of nature and, therefore, fate and is able to achieve the objects
of his desires. His ultimate desire is, namely, immortality. In this sense, magic is both a system
of salvation and a tool to save oneself through one’s own will power. Throughout this work, we
will see how this magical worldview, despite protestations from traditional Christianity,

influenced and continues to influence western spirituality.
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I1. The Hermetic New Age.
In the previous section, we suggested that New Age is an esoteric and even magical way of

thinking about reality, which posits self-divinization as a means to salvation. That is, in order to
escape from the anonymity of the Totality, one of the main goals of the New Age is to realize
oneself as “God.” Occult techniques, or esoteric practices, are used to obtain the necessary
experience of divinization. There are a wide palette of techniques (e.g. yoga, massage, reiki, etc.)
and tools (e.g. incense, music, aroma therapy, the use of light and colors, crystals, etc.) available
to help the seeker to achieve his spiritual aims. In this sense, New Age is not different from
practices found in other, older Hermetic traditions. Von Stuckrad says that the Hermetic
Tradition, unlike like the Gnostic Tradition re-discovered in Nag Hammadi, is more concerned
with the divinization of man and his liberation from fate, or heimarmene, through the knowledge
or gnosis of his condition, than with redemption from evil matter. In this sense, the Hermetic
Tradition differs from the Gnostic Tradition, although they share a common “field of discourse,
because certain themes and arguments link the individual groups.” Together with the
Neoplatonic tradition, the Hermetic and Gnostic traditions assume that the soul carries within it a
divine spark, which eventually “incarnates on Earth by descending through the heavenly spheres
and is there subject to the laws of the archons, and thus to heimarmene (See Poimandres, CH 1,
9).... . The redemption of man from the shackles of matter and his re-ascent into the home of
light proceeds in tandem with ethical demands which the adept must accept.”®*

In contrast to the traditional Orthodox Christian understanding of deification by grace or
theosis, Von Stuckrad says that “in the Corpus Hermeticum (CH) it is the inner disposition of the
believer which enables him to ascend, not an external act of grace, nor a cultic activity,”® like
participation in the Eucharistic liturgy. This is made clear in Corpus Hermeticum 1, 24-27, which
is also often called the Poimandres, a section we will discuss in more detail later. It is important
to note, however, in Corpus Hermeticum I, Hermes Trismegistus is initiated by a tremendous
being, which was unbounded in size, called Poimandres (Cf. CH, I, 1ff). When the Hermetic
adept’s ascent through the spheres was complete, his divinization followed, whereupon he saw
himself in the Mind of God. Probably, this meant that he experienced himself as a part of the
Totality, or as a microtheos of the macrotheos. However, as we will show, in later Hermetic
traditions, which developed throughout the Renaissance, perhaps beginning with the philosophy
of Giordano Bruno, it was possible to not only see oneself in the Mind of God, or to experience
oneself as a divine part of the divine whole, but to envision oneself as the Mind of God. We call

this psychic possibility or disposition “panenanthropic,” mentioned above.

34 Western Esotericism: A Brief History of Secret Knowledge, 20-21.
35 Western Esotericism: A Brief History of Secret Knowledge, 21.
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Of course, not everyone who picks or chooses spiritual techniques, methods or tools are
consciously seeking “divinity.” The vast majority of people who, for example, burn incense to
relax or practice yoga to get in shape are not the object of our study. In this work, we are mainly
concerned with a small, but growing number of people, who consciously use occult practices to
achieve altered states of consciousness in order to develop a magical personality and realize their
“divinity.” As we will show, the process of self-divinization within the Hermetic scheme also
often implies a form of self-destruction, be this psychological, spiritual or even physical. When
the monistic doctrine of “All is One” is taken to extremes or panenanthropically, then, this can
also imply a supposed need for cosmic destruction. However, before we can discuss how the
panenanthropic disposition developed, we will need to gain a better understanding of the
historical development of the Hermetic Tradition itself. We will start by seeing how the term

New Age has evolved.

A. The Hermetic Tradition in Context
1. A Genealogy of the term “New Age”
Wouter Hanegraaff says that many contemporary commentators see the term “New Age” as

originating in the poem, Milton, by the gnostic-hermetic poet William Blake (1757-1827) or with
the American, Warren Felt Evans in his New Age and Its Message (1864).%¢ Heelas believes that
the term “New Age” can most probably be traced back no farther than the Great Seal of the
United States (1782), with its Latin motto, novus ordo seclorum, inspired by American
Freemasonry. It can also be found on the back of the U. S. dollar. He admits that insufficient
research has been applied to the matter.®” The Great Seal is also one of the first places where the
anticipation of a “new age” is associated with a “new world order,” an important theme in
contemporary esotericism and New Age proper.*® According to Jeffery Meyer in Myths in Stone:
Religious Dimensions in Washington, D.C., the crafting of the Great Seal was a microcosm of the
designing of Washington itself. In 1776, “Congress appointed its most prominent thinkers,
Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson and John Adams to ‘bring in a device for the seal for the
United States of America’ for their approval.”® Although many of their ideas were rejected,

those that highlighted the sentiment that Divine Providence was behind the founding of the nation

36 New Age Religion and Western Culture, 95-96n.

37 The New Age Movement, 15, 17.

%  See, Alice Bailey &  Djwhal Khul,  The  Externalization  of the  Hierarchy,
www.laluni.helloyou.ws/netnews/bk/externalisation/exte1073.html. In a piece entitled, “The Coming World Order,”
written supposedly in 1940, they say: “It is necessary, therefore, to speak with directness ... to point out the lines of
demarcation between the right and the wrong ways of living, between a vision of the new world order and the
retrograde plans of the so-called ‘new order’ with which the totalitarian powers seek to bewilder humanity.”

39 Jeffrey F. Meyer, Myths in Stone: Religious Dimensions of Washington, D. C. (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 2001) 30.
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were encouraged. It was generally felt by the founding fathers, amongst whom Benjamin
Franklin and George Washington were Masons, that the democratic principles of the United
States should become a universal model against tyranny. In later designs, the reverse side of the
seal “showed a Masonic thirteen-stepped pyramid surmounted by the all-seeing eye of the
Architect of the Universe.”*

According to C. W. Leadbeater, in Freemasonry and its Ancient Mystic Rites, the pyramid
refers to the ancient Egyptian religion and her mysteries, as a “great public institution, supported
by the State, centres of national and religious life to which people of the better classes flocked in
thousands...”* Amongst other things, Leadbeater was a former Church of England clergyman,
Freemason, Theosophist and founder/Bishop of the Liberal Catholic Church (LCC). Although a
relatively unknown figure today, Leadbeater contributed greatly to the development of the New
Age movement and shows the connections between New Age, Theosophy and esoteric secret
societies like Freemasonry. Concerning the spiritual importance of “Egypt,” he claims that
“Egypt was thus the centre of spiritual illumination for the entire western world, and all those
who sought the Great Initiations were attracted to it; and it is this fact which explains the
reverence paid to the Egyptian Mysteries by learned Greeks in later times.” The center of the
national public religion and State was the pyramid, called “’Kuht, ‘The Light’. It was built on the
most exact astronomical and mathematical calculations, and provided a veritable key in stone to
the enigmas of the universe.”*? Leadbeater says that as modern Freemasonry symbolically builds
Solomon’s Temple, a symbol of the self, similarly, the ancient initiates of the Egyptian Mysteries
symbolically engaged in the building of the pyramid, the state.

The mystical building of the sacred state is, according to Leadbeater, symbolized in the
processes of Nature, in which the Egyptians participated and were themselves. Hence, the
ascension of the pyramid steps and “the ceremonies of the Mysteries were also intended to
portray the higher evolution of man, his return to the divine source whence he came, through the
development of the higher part of his nature, which is not merely consequent upon practices of
meditation and ceremonial, but even more upon the living out of the ethical precepts which were
taught. [...] Each degree of the Mysteries was designed to reflect one or other of the great
Initiations of the White Lodge, so that the initiates of this lower level might prepare themselves
ultimately to enter the Path of Holiness and so strive after the fullness of union with Osiris, the

Hidden Light”* We take Leadbeater’s interpretation seriously, because it shows how a

40 Myths in Stone, 31.

41 C. W. Leadbeater, Freemasonry and its Ancient Mystic Rites (New York: Gramercy Books, 1998) 24.
42 Freemasonry and its Ancient Mystic Rites, 25.

43 Freemasonry and its Ancient Mystic Rites, 26.
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forerunner of the New Age Movement, like Leadbeater, associated Egyptian spirituality -- which
we will see means hermetic Spirituality -- with a higher evolution of humanity.*

In 1907, we come across the term again in England. The English literary critic, Alfred R.
Orage (1873-1934) chose it for the title of his extremely influential weekly literary paper, The
New Age.* At the turn of the century, Orage was the leader of the English Nietzscheans, and like
Leadbeater mentioned above, was a member of the Theosophical Society. Orage, an intellectual
elitist, admired the thought of Nietzsche as much as the Gnostic-hermetic poetry of William
Blake and saw a connection in their thought.*® The English Nietzsche Society included illustrious
literary figures, who were also supporters of Helena Blavatsky’s Theosophical Society, such as
George Bernard Shaw, W. B. Yeats, James Joyce, D. H. Lawrence, amongst others.*” Yeats was
also a member of the society of ceremonial magic, the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn. The
Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn adhered to the Hermetic idea, which was revived in the
Renaissance, that divine energy was present in everything and that people could use these latent
powers or energies to discover the divine nature within. This is an idea that Renaissance
esotericism shares with contemporary esotericism and New Age.*® The honor of introducing the
term “New Age” in its contemporary context goes to the already mentioned Theosopher, Alice
Bailey.* Bailey’s husband, Foster, was an influential Freemason and Theosophist.>® Hanegraaff
says that her “influence on the New Age movement, especially in its early phase, is pervasive.”*

As discussed, one of the earliest known references to the term “new age” was the coded
reference in the Great Seal of the United States of America, through the use of the pyramid and
the “Divine Eye,” to the Mysteries of Ancient Egypt. The fact that the seal was to a large extent
conceived by Freemasons, which, according to Joscelyn Godwin, “by the late eighteenth century
had become the principal shelter of the Hermetic tradition,” brings our project into focus.* Given
the great rivalries between various Masonic factions, this is not to say that all Freemasons

interpreted Hermetic ideas uniformly, only that Masonry allowed Hermetic ideas to be become

4 Freemasonry and its Ancient Mystic Rites, 25.

4 The New Age Movement, 17.

46 See A. R. Orage, Friedrich Nietzsche: The Dionysian Spirit of the Age (London: T. N. Fouis, 1906).

47 For a good survey on Nietzsche’s impact on turn-of-the century England, see David S. Thatcher, Nietzsche in
England 1890-1914: The Growth of a Reputation (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1970).

48 Susan Greenwood, De Encyclopedie van Magie & Hekserij: Een geillustreerd historisch verslag van spirituele
werelden, trans. Ineke Willems (Utrecht: Veltman Uitgevers, 2002) 172.

49 New Age Religion and Western Culture, 95.

%0 For example, Foster Bailey’s book, The Spirit of Masonry, was published by Lucis Publishing, the publishing house
of Lucis Trust, the Bailey’s Theosophical-type organization. See Foster Bailey, The Spirit of Masonry (New York:
Lucis Publishing, revised ed. 1979).

51 New Age Religion and Western Culture, 95; ed. James R. Lewis and J. Gordon Melton, Perspectives on the New Age
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1992) xi.

52 Joscelyn Godwin, “Music and the Hermetic Tradition,” Gnosis and Hermeticism from Antiquity to Modern Times,
(Albany: State University of New York, 1998) 189.
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commonly accepted amongst many influential thinkers, politicians and business people, under the
cloak of conventionality. In this sense, Masonry provides an important link between New Age
and Ancient Hermetism.

Hermetism has been acknowledged to be a significant influence in the formation of
contemporary esoteric ideas,> and can be traced back to a group of texts called the Corpus
Hermeticum. Together with Neopythagoreanism, Stoicism, Neoplatonism, the mystical tradition
of the Jewish Kabbalah, Hermetism forms the basis of the esoteric tradition in the West.>*
Hermetism, or the thought related to the Corpus Hermeticum and other Hermetic texts, was
combined with Renaissance Christianity by some Neoplatonic theologians, who were looking for

a way to challenge the Aristotelianism of the Schoolmen. It is to this history that we now turn.

2. Background to the Corpus Hermeticum
In 1463, a Macedonian monk in the service of Cosimo de Medici rediscovered the edited text of

the Corpus Hermeticum (CH),* which until that time had only been known through the polemical
writings of the Church Fathers. Cosimo had established the Florence Platonic Academy, under
the intellectual guidance of one of the great Renaissance scholars of the time, Marsilio Ficino.
Initially, the purpose of the Academy was to translate the entire works of Plato into Latin and
disseminate them for further investigation. At the time of the discovery, Ficino had already
gathered and prepared the complete works of Plato for translation. However, so monumental was
the discovery, Cosimo ordered Ficino to halt his work and immediately translate the Hermetic

texts.56

a. Theoretical and Technical Hermetica
The Corpus Hermeticum, or Corpus, is a body of roughly eighteen texts, plus the Latin Asclepius.

Although the Asclepius was probably first composed in Greek, the full text only exists in Latin.
A Coptic version of the middle section of the Asclepius, with many differences to the Latin
version, was found in Nag Hammadi.®” These, amongst other more magical and alchemical texts,
were attributed to the legendary Egyptian priest, Hermes Trismegistus, or the Thrice Great
Hermes. The Corpus itself was mostly written in the form of philosophical or theological
discourses by the so-called Hermes Trismegistus, often, to his son Tat. The name Tat is an

allusion to the Egyptian god, Thoth, who was the Egyptian equivalent of the Greek god Hermes.

53 Cf. New Age Religion and Western Culture, 387-396.

54 Antoine Faivre, Access to Western Esotericism (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1994) 52.

% Antoine Faivre, “Renaissance Hermeticism and the Concept of Western Esotericism,” Gnosis and Hermeticism:
From Antiquity to Modern Times (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1998) 113.

56 Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition, 13-14.

57 Ed. James M. Robinson, “Introduction to the Asclepius 21-29,” The Nag Hammadi Library in English (New York:
HarperCollins, 3" ed., 1990) 330.
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The Asclepius is addressed to a certain Asclepius. This is an allusion to the Greek and Roman
god of healing and medicine, who was the son of the sun god Apollo and Coronis.

Garth Fowden, in The Egyptian Hermes: A Historical Approach to the Late Pagan Mind
has placed the writings in their proper social and cultural context, that is, within the 2" and 3™
century AD “Greek-speaking milieu in Egypt.” Some of the ideas propagated in the texts are of
an earlier Egyptian origin.® His work dispelled certain presumptions by the great Dominican
scholar André-Jean Festugiére that the Hermetica should be placed in an entirely Greek Platonic
milieu.®® More recent work by Peter Kingsley in, Ancient Philosophy, Mystery, and Magic:
Empedocles and Pythagorean Tradition, suggests that the Hermetic Tradition was also an
important conveyor of the Empedoclean or Presocratic magical tradition. This tradition has
strong connections to early Greek shamanism or iatromantism. As mentioned earlier, he suggests
that already in Antiquity, the Hermetica, or Hermetic texts, served as a store-house for alternative
philosophies.®°

The Corpus Hermeticum is a group of more philosophically or theologically oriented
texts belonging to a larger body of texts called Hermetica. Bearing in mind that these are
somewhat artificial designations, today, some contemporary scholars refer to these more
philosophical/theological texts as the “theoretical Hermetica.” Another group, which is far
broader in scope with a more practical emphasis, is referred to as the “technical Hermetica.” The
“theoretical Hermetica” are concerned with helping the human person understand “the origins,
nature and moral properties of the divine, human and material being so that man can use this
knowledge to save himself®* The “technical Hermetica” are more occult oriented and
concerned with practical matters like astrology, alchemy, formal or ceremonial magic, healing,
etc.®? These texts offer occult tools, i.e. rituals, magical formulas, knowledge of the stars,
minerals, plants and their specific influences, etc., which help one to save or heal oneself. Most
of these texts, both practical and theoretical, claim in some way to be hermetic, or make use of

the dramatis personae, Hermes Trismegistus, sometimes Mercurius-Trismegistus.®® Mercurius is

% Garth Fowden, The Egyptian Hermes: A Historical Approach to the Late Pagan Mind (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1986) 213.

% Festugiére’s monumental, but somewhat dated work on the Hermetica was published in four volumes. A. J.
Festugiére, La Révélation d’Hermes Trismégiste: L’Astrologie et les Sciences Occults, vol. 1 (Paris: Librairie Lecoffre,
1944); La Révélation d ' Hermes Trismégiste: Le Dieu Cosmique, vol 2 (Paris: Librairie Lecoffre, 1949); La Révélation
d’Hermes Trismégiste: Les Doctrines de L’Ame, vol. 3 (Paris: Librairie Lecoffre, 1953); La Révélation d’Hermes
Trismégiste: Le Dieu Inconnu et la Gnose, vol. 4 (Paris: Librairie Lecoffre, 1954).

60 peter Kingsley, Ancient Philosophy, Mystery, and Magic: Empedocles and Pythagorean Tradition (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1995), see especially 372ff.

61 Brian P. Copenhaver, “Introduction,” Hermetica: The Greek Corpus Hermeticum and the Latin Asclepius in a new
English translation with notes and introduction (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992, reprint 2000) xxii.

62 “Introduction,” Hermetica, XXxv.

8 The Egyptian Hermes, 5.
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the Roman equivalent of the Greek god Hermes. According to Brian P. Copenhaver, a

contemporary editor and translator of the Corpus:

The documents that scholars have included in this category cover a considerable span of time,
from the second century BCE to the fifth century CE, and their contents are mainly spells of
practical intent, meant to conjure a god or demon, bring a vision or a dream, foretell the future,
attain invisibility, compel a lover, thwart an enemy, catch a thief, ease the pain of gout or drive
insects from a house. The people who wrote the papyri had hundreds of reasons for needing a
magic spell and scores of gods and spirits to call upon. Hermes, naturally, was one of them...%

Although known by occult practitioners, the “technical” or more occult oriented Hermetica were
dismissed by scholars and intellectuals alike as “popular.” This was a pejorative term used by
Festugiére, who considered the more philosophically oriented texts to be “learned.” This
distinction distorted the way in which the texts were actually used and perceived by the people to
whom they belonged. Fowden claims that the theoretical and technical Hermetica should not be
seen as two separate tendencies, the one “higher intellectual” and the other “lower magical,” but
that both are intimately connected in their total cultural, intellectual and religious framework.
That is, within the context of the “literate but not especially learned pagan.”®® The theoretical
texts provided an accessible intellectual framework in which to apply practical or “technical”

occult skills. Copenhaver says:

Instead of a theory of magic, the theoretical Hermetica present a theory of salvation through
knowledge or gnosis, yet this theory was the product of a culture that made no clear rigid
distinction between religion as the province of such lofty concerns as the fate of the soul and
magic as a merely instrumental device of humbler intent. The spell cited above from PGM V®,
for example, has its goal enpneumatosis or “inspiration,” literally, filling with pneuma or spirit.
Was it a religious or a practical aim to seek such inspiration from Hermes? What we know of the
role of pneuma in Gnostic and early Christian religion and also of its place in Stoic physics and
Galenic medicine should convince us that the question implies a false, unhistorical dichotomy.
Salvation in the largest sense -- the resolution of man’s fate wherever it finds him -- was a
common concern of theoretical and technical Hermetica alike, through the latter texts generally
advertised a quotidian deliverance from banal misfortunes of disease, poverty and social strife,

64 “Introduction,” Hermetica, XXxv.

8 The Egyptian Hermes, xxi.

86 Cf. “Introduction,” Hermetica, xxxiii-xxxvi. Copenhaver gives an example of a spell: “Take 28 leaves from a pithy
laurel tree and some virgin earth and seed of wormwood, wheat meal and the herb calf’s snout... pounded together
with.... the liquid of an ibis egg and made into a uniform dough and into a figure of Hermes wearing a mantle, while the
moon is ascending... Let Hermes be holding a herald’s staff. And write the spell on hieratic papyrus or on a goose’s
windpipe.... and insert it into the figure for ... inspiration (enpneumatasis)... [Put the spell] at the feet of Hermes... and
recite as on the altar you burn incense. / Hermes, lord of the world, who’re in the heart, O circle of Selene, spherical
and square, the founder of the words of speech, pleader of justice’s cause... who with your lamps give joy to those
beneath the earth’s depths, to mortals who’ve finished life. The prophet of events and dream divine you’re said to be,
who send forth oracles by day and night; you cure all pains of mortals with your healing cares. Hither, O blessed one...
both graciously appear and graciously render the task for me a pious man... without deceit appear and prophesy to me.”
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while the former offered a grander view of salvation through knowledge of God, the other and the
self.5’

As stated, Hermetica concern all of the ancient texts, be they “theoretical” or “technical,” which
in some way associate themselves with either the so-called Egyptian priest Hermes Trismegistus,
or the more alchemical Mercurius-Trismegistus, or call themselves “hermetic.” The Corpus
Hermeticum is a specific body of a smaller collection of more philosophically oriented texts.
According to Faivre, because of the complexity involved, not only must we distinguish between
Hermetica and the Corpus Hermeticum, but we must also distinguish between “Hermetism” and
“Hermeticism.” Faivre says, “Hermetism” “refers to the ensemble of the Hermetica as well as to
the literature inspired by it during the Middle Ages, the Renaissance, and even thereafter.”®
“Hermeticism” is used in a broader sense and ‘“designate[s] the general attitude of mind
underlying a variety of traditions and/or currents beside alchemy, such as Hermetism, astrology,
Kabbalah, Christian theosophy, and philosophia occulta or magia (in the sense these two words
acquired in the Renaissance, that is, of a magical vision of nature understood as a living being
replete with signs and correspondences, which could be deciphered and interpreted).”®® This
broader category is important for our discussion of Contemporary Holistic Esotericism, especially
New Age, which experts recognize as a form of Hermeticism, or a cosmic religiosity similar to
Hermeticism.”® From now on, we will adhere to Faivre’s terminology, because it allows us to

distinguish between the above-mentioned historical periods.

b. A Tenuous Relationship with Early Christianity
During the Byzantine era, the more theoretical texts were selected out of the larger body of

Hermetica, primarily for their lack of magical references.”* The later Byzantine editing through
the eleventh and fourteenth centuries probably occurred due the traditional Judeo-Christian
rejection of the practice of magic, the specific condemnation of hermetic magic by the early
Church Fathers, as well as the systematic criticism of magic within the mainstream, that is,
Platonic and Aristotelian philosophical traditions. However, the editing also led to one of the
most fascinating historical miscalculations and misinterpretations in modern western history. The
Renaissance dating of the texts, somewhere around the time of Moses, led most to believe that the

newly discovered Corpus Hermeticum was non-corrupted, pure ancient wisdom written by the

67 “Introduction,” Hermetica, XXXVi-XXXVii.

68 “Renaissance Hermeticism and the Concept of Western Esotericism,” Gnosis and Hermeticism from Antiquity to
Modern Times, 109.

69 “Renaissance Hermeticism and the Concept of Western Esotericism,” Gnosis and Hermeticism from Antiquity to
Modern Times, 110.

70 New Age Religion and Western Culture, 392.

1 “Introduction,” Hermetica, Xxxii.
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Egyptian priest Hermes Trismegistus at the very beginning of religion as such. Through an
uncharacteristic lack of critical analysis,’? the Renaissance Neoplatonists believed that the Corpus
was one of the “oldest” and, therefore, purest, or highest sources of knowledge, sometimes
estimating it superior to the Bible.”

This misinterpretation was in due part to their mention by several Christian fathers,
amongst others, Lactantius (260-330 AD), St. Augustine (354-430 AD) and St. Cyril of
Alexandria (376-444 AD). The reputation of Hermes was further elevated, given the belief that
the Greeks had received important philosophical ideas at the feet of Egyptian priests. For the men
of western Antiquity as for the men of the Renaissance, Egypt was the source of religion and
knowledge. In his Stromata, the Greek-Egyptian father, Clement of Alexandria (+/- 200 AD)
reinforced this idea amongst Christians.” Furthermore, Lactantius in his Divine Institutes treated
the Hermetic writings favorably, quoting regularly from them as if they were on par with the
Bible, as pagan prophesies foretelling the advent of Jesus Christ.”> St. Augustine, however,
condemned the writings for their connection to the practice of magic and as a snare of demons.’®
His treatment of the Hermetica seems to be an attempt to mitigate the influence of Lactantius,’’
especially with what concerns the Asclepius.”® Augustine’s attempted “damage control” is
especially clear in De Civitate Dei, 18, 23, where he discusses the prophecies of the Erythraean
Sibyl and Lactantius’ usage of her.”® He quotes from the text in De Civitate Dei, 6, 23, making it

clear that Hermes Trismegistus is not as orthodox as others make him out to be.® In Contra

2 Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition, 160. For example, Lorenzo Valla showed that the Donation of
Constantine was a forgery, that Dionysius the Areopagite was not the same Areopagite in the Acts of the Apostles and
Ad Herennium used as a text of rhetoric in the Middle Ages was not really by Cicero. About this Yates says:
“Compare this with the unfailing gullibility with which Ficino swallows as prisca theologia texts which are really
Hellenistic in date.”

73 Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition, 2-3.

74 Clement of Alexandria, “Stromata, ” 6.4, The Ante-Nicene Fathers, vol. 11, ed. Rev. Alexander Roberts and James
Donaldson (Grand Rapids: Wm B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, reprint 2001) 488. “There are then forty-two books
of Hermes indispensably necessary [i.e. for the role of the priest]; of which the six-and-thirty containing the whole
philosophy of the Egyptians are learned by the forementioned personages [i.e. Egyptian priests and scribes] and the
other six which are medical, by the Pastophoroi (image-bearers), -- treating of the structure of the body, and of
diseases, and instruments, and medicines, and about the eyes, and the last about women.”

5 Lactantius, “The Divine Institutes,” 4, 15, The Ante-Nicene Fathers, vol. VII, trans. Rev. William Fletcher (Grand
Rapids: Wm B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, reprint 2001) 115-116. Lactantius quotes the Sybils between
quotations from the prophets Zechariah and Isaiah. Cf. also, Brian P. Copenhaver, “Introduction,” Hermetica, xliii;
Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition, 8.

8 “Introduction,” Hermetica, Xxxi-xxxii.

7 Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition, 11.

8 Trans. Brian P. Copenhaver, Hermetica: The Greek Corpus Hermeticum and the Latin Asclepius in a new English
translation with notes and introduction (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992, reprint 2000) Asclepius [37],
89-90. The text condones the Egyptian practice of “making gods,” or “calling up” the souls of demons into statues.

7® Saint Augustine, “The City of God,” 18, 23, The Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, vol. Il, ed. Rev. Alexander
Roberts and James Donaldson, trans. Rev. Marcus Dods (Grand Rapids: Wm B. Eerdmans Publishing Company,
reprint 1997) 372-373.

8 The City of God, 6, 23. According to St. Augustine, although he predicts the Christian overthrow of paganism, when
he does this, “he speaks as one who is a friend to these same mockeries of the demons, and does not clearly express the
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Faustum Manichaeum, Augustine connects Hermes to the Manicheans. He condemns the writings
of Hermes as well as those of Orpheus and the Sibyls, due to their promotion of demon worship
and idolatry.®

According to Yates, despite Augustine’s protestations, ironically, it was Augustine who
would give credence to the idea that the Hermetica (i.e. technical and theoretical) were extremely
ancient. He provided a genealogy of ancient men, listing Hermes Trismegistus only several
generations after Moses.®2 Later Renaissance figures like Marsilio Ficino (1433-1499) and
Giovanni Pico Della Mirandola (1463-1492) would use Lactantius’ positive assessment of
Hermes to justify their use and study of Hermetic magic, but would use Augustine’s genealogy to
verify Hermes Trismegistus’ antiquity. They ignored Augustine’s explicit condemnation, and in
doing so, helped to rehabilitate the authority of the Latin Asclepius as well as the practice of

magic as a noble, even Christian art. Yates states:

Marsilio Ficino, who took such extreme care to present the revival of Plato and Neoplatonism as
a movement which could be accorded with Christianity, allowed a fringe of magic to penetrate
into this movement, thus inaugurating those philosophies of the Renaissance in which magical
undercurrents are never far absent. The theory of the prisca theologica, of the piety and antiquity
of Hermes Trismegistus, priscus theologus and, offered an excuse for Ficino’s modern
philosophical magic. The attraction of the Asclepius had probably already been exerting its pull in
the earlier Renaissance, and when Ficino ... found a new revelation of the sanctity of Hermes and
a confirmation of Lactantius’ high opinion of him as the prophet of the ‘magus Son of God’, he
felt authorised to adopt the Lactantian view and tried to evade the Augustinian warning. ... We
must not forget that the other prisci theologi, such as Orpheus or Zoroaster, were also magi, and
also authorised by their antiquity revivals of forms of magic. Yet Hermes Trismegistus is the
most important of the prisci magi, from the point of view of the incorporation of magic with
philosophy.

c. Isaac Casaubon and the Deconstruction of the Hermetic Myth

In the seventeenth century, the brilliant Protestant scholar of Greek, Isaac Casaubon,
demonstrated that the Corpus could not have been written before Moses. According to Jean-
Pierre Mahé, in Annales ecclesiastici, Casaubon undermined their general credibility by showing

that the texts could have never been translated from ancient Egyptian into Greek, as they were not

name of Christ. On the contrary, he deplores, as if it had already taken place, the future abolition of those things by the
observance of which there was a resemblance of heaven, -- he bears witness to Christianity by a kind of mournful
prophecy.”

81 Saint Augustine, “Contra Faustum Manichaeum,” The Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, vol. IV, ed. Rev. Alexander
Roberts and James Donaldson, trans. Rev. Richard Stothert (Grand Rapids: Wm B. Eerdmans Publishing Company,
reprint 1996) 199, 200, 205, 206. See especially, The City of God, 16, 23-27.

82 Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition, 11-12. In The City of God, 18, 39, St. Augustine says: “Besides, what
for the most part, was that memorable doctrine of theirs which was called wisdom but astronomy, and it may be some
other sciences of that kind, which usually have more power to exercise men’s wit than to enlighten their minds with
true wisdom? As regards philosophy, which professes to teach men something which shall make them happy, studies
of that kind flourished in those lands about the times of Mercury, whom they called Trismegistus, long before the sages
and philosophers of Greece, but yet after Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and Joseph, and even after Moses himself.”

8 Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition, 58.
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cited before the first Christian century. Furthermore, the texts used later Greek vocabulary,
namely, avbevtio, vAotng ovolotg, etc.; the Poimandres or Corpus Hermeticum I, contained a
number of anachronisms strongly resembling the Gospel of John as well as the fact that the texts
used a number of loan terms from Plato.®* Casaubon thought that the Corpus and the Sibylline
Oracles were pseudepigraphical, authored by a Christian or corrupted by Gnostic Christian
additions.2®>  That is to say, the illustrious Hermes Trismegistus could not be included with the
ancient sages, and his wisdom was even later than Jesus’. For traditional Christians, this meant
that his knowledge was basically unreliable, due to its associations with Christian Gnostic heresy.
According to the logic of emanationist Neoplatonism, such “late” knowledge could only be
deficient knowledge. Therefore, the legendary Hermes became recognized as exactly that, a
legend. Despite the unmasking of this gross intellectual miscalculation, occult sciences associated
with Hermetism continued to influence the development of Western philosophic and scientific
thinking. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, perhaps even due to its recognized
associations to Christian heresies, Hermeticism experienced a revival amongst anti-Christian
occultists.

It was in the atmosphere of Renaissance humanism that neo-Hermetism was born, an
atmosphere of pessimistic fatalism similar to the second-century Graeco-Roman world.
Renaissance humanists like Ficino and Pico attempted to harmonize Christianity with the
hermetical writings, while attempting to dabble in its magic. With the re-discovery of the Corpus,
Platonism, Neoplatonism, Kabbalah, magia, alchemy, etc., the great synthetic minds of the
Academy began to search for what they hoped to be the underlying core of all religious
traditions,® the prisca theologica. It was also in Florence’s Platonic Academy that the
fascination with a philosophia perennis, a philosophy that they believed reached back to some
primordial source, thought to have its origins in Egypt, was born in the West. Even though the
term was coined by Augustinus Steuchus in 1540, his sympathies with Ficino’s project connect
the term with the goals of the Platonic (and Hermetic) Academy.®” The desire to rediscover the
“source” or “origin” -- the Ur Religion that gave birth to all religions -- was revived in eighteenth

and nineteenth centuries and continues to fascinate esotericists today.

84 Jean-Pierre Mahé, Hermes en Haute-Egypte (Québec: Presse de ’Université Laval, 1982) 8.

8 Hermes en Haute-Egypte, 9.

8 “Renaissance Hermeticism and the Concept of Western Esotericism,” Gnosis and Hermeticism: From Antiquity to
Modern Times, 114.

87 Paul Oskar Kristeller, Eight Philosophers of the Italian Renaissance (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1964) 50.
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B. The Reformation of the World through Formal Magic
Primarily, the Hermetica reflect the discontent of the age, yet, are inextricably bound to it in so

far as they tried to harmonize all of the various philosophical ideas that were popular during the
second-century AD. These include Platonism, Neoplatonism, Stoicism, Judaism, Gnosticism®®
and, as suggested, important strands of Presocratic thought.® Similarly, the Renaissance was an
age of discontent and known for its propensity to synthesize many seemingly disparate strains of
thought. This synthesizing or syncretic drive helps to account for the contradictions within the
movements as well as the sympathies between Ancient and Renaissance Hermetism (combined
with Platonic and Neoplatonic thought), ancient and medieval Gnosticism but also New Age.
Both ages (Ancient and Renaissance) were in fact looking for experiential knowledge, which
would bring them beyond the impasse of their given intellectual framework to an authentic gnosis
and certainty of salvation. The Hermetic writings promised a saving gnosis, based on a program
of mystical ascent, after which one could hear the universal harmony described by the
Pythagoreans and Orphics.

As suggested, ancient Hermetism is a monistic conception of reality, which is similar to
New Age holism, where all is one and is “alive.” God, the Monad, is described simultaneously as
Mind, Consciousness, Energy and Power (Cf. CH, Ill, 1, 19, 20). Like the Presocratic
Empedocles, the Corpus claims that God is a sphere, supposedly because the head is spherical
and contains the Mind (Cf. CH X, 11). Hermetism is, therefore, similar to Presocratic hylozoism
or animism. Hylozoism was an ancient form of materialism, derived from the Greek words, hyle
or “matter” and z08 or “life.” In hylozoism, all matter is believed to be endowed with divine life
or spirit, and the human being is a divine microcosm of the divine macrocosm (i.e. as God the
cosmos), where the material macrocosm is the totality of all there is. Hylozoic animism posits that
matter and God exist co-eternally and that matter (or hule) is filled with spirit or Mind and is
divine. For example, the Latin Asclepius says: “There was God and Au/é (which we take as the
Greek for ‘matter’), and attending matter was spirit, or rather spirit was in matter, but it was not
in matter as it was in god nor as the things from which the world came were in god.” (Asclepius,
14) ... “But spirit stirs and governs all the forms in the world, each according to the nature
allotted it by god. Hule or matter, however, receives them all, <spirit> stirs and concentrates
them all, and god governs them, apportioning to all things in the world as much as each one
needs. He fills them all with spirit, breathing it into each thing according to the quality of its

nature.” (Asclepius, 17)

8 Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition, 4.
8 Ancient Philosophy, Mystery and Magic, 343-347.
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Yates intimates that Hermetism, like Gnosticism, was an unsuccessful attempt to
overcome the decadence of the Roman Empire, and break through its fatalism, by returning to a
supposedly more “pure” Egyptian period. Ironically, many of the Renaissance imitators of the
Roman Empire adopted this (unbeknownst to them) unsuccessful philosophy, and with it the
fatalism of the Roman Empire, in the hopes of breaking through the cultural and theological
impasse of Scholasticism. By identifying itself with the supposedly “most ancient” knowledge
and magic of the Egyptian priests, the Corpus Hermeticum seemed to elevate the degenerate or

99 <

decadent strains of “Greek” philosophy contained within it to a “higher,” “purer,” more “holy”

level. The Renaissance magi, being of the same synthesizing and fatalistic mindset of the second-
century, believed that they had come to possess something that would help them to attain the
“Philosopher’s Stone” and escape fate. According to the late Ioan P. Couliano in Eros and Magic

in the Renaissance:

In Renaissance thought, the concept of “nature” is much broader than our own, since it also
includes all sorts of nonquantifiable existences -- from the gods, heroes, and demons of
Neoplatonism to the ‘rudimentary beings’ of Paracelsus -- which we know nothing about for want
of ever having met or observed them. Certainly our concept of “nature” has been scrupulously
expurgated of those entities. On the other hand, “nature” in the Renaissance was overpopulated
with them, and magic prided itself on turning their exceptional qualities to account. In the second
place, natural determinism, in Renaissance thought, did not concede any margin of chance.
Everything bore the rigid and implacable stamp of destiny, free will itself being a mere invention
of the theologians which must be blindly endorsed. In our day we believe our encounters and our
feelings are due to chance; on the other hand, a man of the Renaissance would show us,
horoscope in hand, that they were predetermined by the position of the planets in the zodiac on
the day of our birth and the day of our encounter. He might even do more, helping our will to
realize its secret or public inclinations. When someone finds himself poor while wishing to be
rich, to be in love with a person who despises him, to have powerful enemies who destroy his
plans, or when the weather is good when it should have rained, or vice versa, he resorts to magic.
The human condition has its limits, which the magician can transcend.*

Like the ancient magus, the Renaissance magus believed that he could reform his world and
himself through formal magic, i.e. specific rites, rituals, ceremonies and formulas. He thought
that this would counter-act what he understood to be a form of decadence within Christian
culture, but also the decadence within his own personality. Through the power of his divinized

will, formal magic would help him attain the Beatific Vision, for which he longed.** The Beatific

Vision is the word used, more often in the West, for the doctrine of deification by grace or

% Joan P. Couliano, Eros and Magic in the Renaissance, trans. Margaret Cook (Chicago: The University of Chicago
Press, 1987) 110-111.

% Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition, 220-222. We will discuss the “personality reform” aspect of hermetic
magic at later stage, when we deal more specifically with the problem of Giordano Bruno.
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theosis;*> however, the Hermetic Renaissance vision was not a “face-to-face” vision with the God
of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. It was an astrological vision of the heavens based on the principles
of sympathetic and astrological magic placed within the framework of hylozoic pantheism.

Because the Renaissance did not just retrieve ancient pagan sources, but also ancient
Christian sources, this confusion was understandable. Vladimir Lossky, in The Vision of God,
states that also many of the influential early Alexandrian (i.e. Egyptian) fathers, like Clement and
Origen, over assimilated the Platonic and Gnostic ideals of contemplation, mistaking it for
Christian deification or transfiguration, and thereby separated theory (theoria) from actual life
experience.®® For Clement, a convert who displays a keen knowledge of the pagan Mystery
Religions and philosophy, gnosis (knowledge) of God often seems to eclipse love (agape) or
being in a loving relationship with God through Jesus Christ. Although Clement was not a
Hermeticist, Lossky points out that not only does Clement mention the writings of Hermes
Trismegistus in the Stromata (fragments), but also his “notion of gnosis reminds us of certain
passages in Poimandres, [from] the collection of so-called hermetic tracts written in Egypt, in
which knowledge is presented as a deifying formula by which one is raised to the sphere of the
fixed stars. ... Thus the theme of the contemplation of God which must inevitably be raised in
Christian thought is presented first in a form not free from accretions alien to Christianity.”%
Lossky believes that Clement’s ideal of the intellectualistic contemplative was more a literary
fiction, drawn from the pagan ideal of the philosopher with which he was familiar, than true to
life.%

To achieve divinity was a special concern of the Renaissance, but this was more
formulated within the categories of ancient pagan Hermetism than orthodox Christianity. The
nineteenth century historian of the Renaissance, Jacob Burckhardt states: “Of the rest it may
perhaps be said with some approach to accuracy that, after they became familiar with Antiquity,
they substituted for holiness -- the Christian ideal of life -- the cult of historical greatness.” For
example, crimes like perjury were excused by citing the immorality of great men, like Julius
Casar.® Hence, Christian deification or transfiguration, which concerned the restoration of the
full image and likeness of God originally bestowed to humanity and whose effects were a

personal life of holiness, a life that all Christians could imitate, was replaced with an elitist and

92 See Catechism of the Catholic Church, § 2548 (New York: Doubleday, 1995) 671. See also Vladimir Lossky, The
Vision of God, trans. Asheleigh Moorehouse (Crestwood: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1983).

93 The Vision of God, 53.

94 The Vision of God, 54.

95 The Vision of God, 54-55.

% Jacob Burckhardt, The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy, trans. S. G. C. Middlemore (New York: Random
House, 2002) 301.
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intellectualistic ideal of achieving the “immortality of the gods” or “poets,” represented more in

pagan myth and poetry of the heroes than biblical narrative and stories of the saints.

C. Marsilio Ficino
1. De Vita Coelitus Comparanda
This basically heterodox understanding of Christian deification would be appealing to Marsilio

Ficino and Pico della Mirandola, mentioned above. At the beginning of this chapter, we
discussed how Ficino, the leader of the Florence Platonic Academy, translated both the Corpus
Hermeticum and the complete works of Plato for Cosimo de Medici (+ 1464). Due to his
influence, the Corpus and other Hermetic texts became increasingly accepted by various
Renaissance philosophers. Not only did Ficino concern himself with the translation of the
abovementioned ancient texts, but he also wrote many other texts that were influenced by his
study of both Platonism and Hermetism. D. P. Walker in Spiritual and Demonic Magic from
Ficino to Campanella says that Ficino’s book, De vita coelitus comparanda (1489), had an
enormous impact on Renaissance magia, by offering a cosmological and anthropological
framework within which to develop it. Ficino used the traditional tripartite division of the human
person as body, soul and intellect (mens). Ficino presented the book as a commentary on the
works of Plotinus, especially Enneads, 1V, 3, xi, where Plotinus makes a reference to how the
ancient sages erected statues and shrines in order to draw down and capture within them “the
divine presence.”® This section concerns his concept of the “World Soul” as well as how the
nature of “all” entities participate in the Divine Being.®® Plotinus’ reference is similar to the
famous “god-making passage” in Asclepius 37, to be discussed, and is important to understand
Ficino’s advocacy of talisman magic. This is a type of magic that supposedly energizes objects
with either celestial or chthonic powers.

The pantheist-animist philosophical framework propagated in the Corpus Hermeticum
allows one to perform talismanic magic based on the law of correspondences. The law of
correspondences is based on the analogy that the human person is a microcosm of the macrocosm
and that nature is sympathetic. The concept of sympathy is then related to the concept of

causality. Von Stuckrad says:

If all parts of the cosmos are regarded as being linked to each other — philosophy of nature speaks
of monism or even holism — then the principles of causality have a simultaneous effect upon all
parts. The connection between various levels of the cosmos, even if these are naturally subject to
causality, can be interpreted as a connection of correspondences. For esotericism in general and

97 Cf. D.P. Walker, Spiritual and Demonic Magic: from Ficino to Campanella (London: The Warburg Institute, 1958)
41.
9 Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition, 64-65.
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astrology in particular the consequence is that the stars, which are just as much part of the world-
soul as men, stand in a dynamic relationship of correspondence to the terrestrial Earth. The
observation of their moments provides information about developments on Earth.%

It was based upon this framework that Ficino built his own system. Paul Oskar Kristeller, in
Eight Philosophers of the Italian Renaissance, states that although Ficino was always willing to
submit to the authority of the Church and willing to abandon his more heterodox propositions,
“he comes close to a concept of natural religion” and in many ways prefigures the later “Deists
and other advocates of a universal religion.”*® Walker says that for Ficino, the magic that
Hermes Trismegistus advocates is not “bad” demonic magic, but “good” magic, which comes
from his own perceived superior insight into the nature of the All and his own estimation of his
“good” intent. For Ficino, the celestial images needed to create talismans are not connected to
demons, but to the Ideas that descend from the World Intellect “through the ‘seminal reasons’ in

the Soul of the World, to the material forms in the Body of the World.”*** Yates states:

Thus Ficino’s commentary on the Plotinus passage becomes, by devious ways, a justification for
the use of talismans, and of the magic of the Asclepius, on Neoplatonic grounds -- on grounds that
the ancient sages and the modern users of talismans are not invoking devils but have a deep
understanding of the nature of the All, and of the degrees by which the reflections of the Divine
Ideas descend into the world here below. ... De vita coelitus comparanda is a commentary only
secondarily on Plotinus and primarily on Trismegistus, or rather on the passage in the Asclepius
in which he described the magical Egyptian worship.1%?

Although Ficino’s conception of the world was strictly hierarchical “in which each being
occupies its places, and has its degrees of perfection, beginning with God on the top” and ending
with “shapeless primal matter,” his conception was neither merely Neoplatonic nor Hermetic, but
his own creative interpretation. Kristeller says that Ficino intentionally revised Plotinus’
conception in order give the human soul a leading position, which later served as the basis for
Pico’s manifesto on the dignity of man. “The soul is truly the mean of all things created by God,
he tells us. It is the middle between higher and lower beings, sharing some its attributes with the
former, and some with the latter.” Ficino’s understanding of the Scale of Being is not static, but a
“dynamic unity,” held together “by active forces and affinities.” His adaptation of the
Neoplatonic/Stoic doctrine of the world soul and astrology, which emphasized the planetary
influences on the soul, served as the foundation for his reinterpretation of the

microcosm/macrocosm analogy.
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Now since for Ficino thought has an active influence upon its objects, and since love, according
to Plato’s Symposium, is an active force that binds all things together, and since the human soul
extends its thought and love to all things from the highest to the lowest, the soul becomes once
more, and in a new sense, the center of the universe. The soul is the greatest of all miracles in
nature, for it combines all things, is the center of all things and possesses the forces of all.
Therefore, it may be rightly called the center of nature, middle term of all things, the bond and
juncture of the universe.1%
According to Ficino, Eros or Love is the basis of magic. As we will see more clearly towards the
end of this chapter, Ficino’s erotic understanding of magic is based on his acceptance of the Stoic
doctrine of universal pneumatic sympathy, where “Love” for the other attracts things based on
their inherent similarity or sympathy. Hate or repulsion is merely a negative attraction or
antipathy. Couliano explains: “Love is the name given to the power that ensures the continuity of
the uninterrupted chain of beings; pneuma is the name given to the common and unique substance
that places these beings in mutual relationship. Because of Eros, and through it all, all of nature
is turned into a great sorceress.”'® Ficino’s erotic magic is both inter-subjective and spiritual, or
pneumatic. It functions “by virtue of the law of pneumatic interaction between individuals,”
which includes astrological influences.1%°

Basing herself upon the work of D. P. Walker,% although he was influenced by Plotinus,
Yates insists that Ficino did not develop his theory of pneumatic sympathy from Plotinus’
Enneads, on which Ficino claims to be commenting. He most probably derived this theory from
the Picatrix, having owned a copy, and the Asclepius. The Picatrix is a book of demonic magic,
where stars are connected to demons. It viewed necromancy as the height and summit of

)

“science,” and explained how one could draw down celestial influences or powers and make
talismans.’®” As we will see, the author of the Picatrix probably derived his theory through layers
of Stoic and Presocratic thought embedded within the larger Hermetica.

However, instead of seeing the planets in a “demonic” manner, he envisioned them as

“natural forces” or “energies” that could be drawn down and used.'%

Through Ficino’s influence,
the ancient understanding of “demons” and “entities” begins to be transformed into psychological
gualities and projections. His work sets the stage for the eighteenth and nineteenth century occult

revivals, the psychologization of reality, and through these, the New Age Movement, especially
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as it was formulated by Carl Jung. In many ways, Ficino’s work established the basis for Jung’s
psychological understanding of alchemy. For example, the bestselling Jungian author Thomas
Moore, in Care of the Soul: A Guide for Cultivating Depth and Sacredness in Everyday Life,
attempts to re-introduce a more alchemical understanding of spirituality and healing common in
the Renaissance. For example, when speaking about depression, he reintroduces the concept of
melancholy and its traditional esoteric connection to the god Saturn. Moore makes allusions to
Ficino and shows the continued connection between Renaissance Hermetism and New Age

Hermeticism. He says:

Polytheistic religions, which see gods and goddesses everywhere, offer useful guidance toward
finding spiritual values in the world. You don’t have to be a polytheist in order to expand your
spirituality in this way. In Renaissance ltaly, leading thinkers who were pious and monotheistic
in their Christian devotion still turned to Greek polytheism for a wider range of spirituality.'®

2. Magic as an “Art”
In the Bible, the redemption of Creation is related to the redemption of humanity (cf. Gen 3:17,;
Rom 8:22). However, in the Renaissance, the redemption of both nature and humanity came to
be increasingly understood as a sole human responsibility. The microcosm/macrocosm analogy,
which had been interpreted theistically, came under pressure and began to collapse. Some
Renaissance men began to interpret redemption as a “magical act on the part of man rather than a
forensic act on God’s part.”*% Art became to be seen less as a gift from God and more as man’s
tool to achieve human salvation.

Renaissance music, poetry, literature and visual art could also be considered talismanic.
All of these “arts” could be created with the intention of transmitting talismanic images, which
were able to transform the imagination and, hence, desires of the recipients during contemplation.
Yates suggests that many of the great works of Renaissance art, for example from Botticelli or
Raphael, might have been painted for this purpose.!'! Renaissance magic also functioned as a
system of memory and art became an occult tool. The magician used talismanic images (be they
auditory, pictorial or verbal) to transfigure his limited human mind to mirror that of the cosmos.
After committing the talismanic pictures of the cosmos to memory, he could later manipulate or
use them at will. All the magician had to do was to look within himself. This is because he
believed that the knowledge of his own being was proportionately analogous to knowledge of the

cosmos, which was increasingly understood as the Totality.!'? In operating on himself, he could
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consider himself to be the architect of his own redemption as well as the savior of the entire
world. It is for this reason that in the Renaissance and ensuing periods, like the Enlightenment
and Romanticism, art (painting, poetry and music) was understood as a tool that could be used in
the redemptive process. As Gibbons says:

The underlying attitude is autoplastic, seeking control over the world by ‘self-manipulation’
instead of ‘by operating directly on the external environment’. Cosmic redemption was simply
the most general instance of one of the basic laws of magic, the law of contiguity [i.e.
correspondences]. In its simplest form, this law suggests that the part contains the whole. It
follows from this that an act performed on one part of an organism will produce effects on the
whole. Man is a part of the cosmos: an operation performed on or in him will therefore affect the
entire universe. Since the great world around us is simply a reflection of the little world within,
changes in the spiritual state of man are accompanied by changes in the physical state of the
universe.!®

Since magic is a system of memory, or an “art,” this means that memory forms an intermediary
link between Eros [i.e. sexual desire] and magical operations. This is not to say that art or
memory per se are magical. Memory is essential for learning and for any kind of spiritual
development. Nevertheless, for the Renaissance magician, talismanic art was not just to be
looked at, or music heard, but “reflected on and remembered within,”*'* in order to manipulate it.
Memory and the imagination became instruments to increase one’s power, when deemed
appropriate. Memory was used to store phantasms or appearances arising from the imagination,*®
which were later evoked through erotic desire. The imagination could be manipulated for the
benefit of the magus to seduce a potential admirer, or to curse an enemy, etc. The magician
became a magical operator, because he was able to effectively manipulate his own and another’s
desires, or will, through the stimulation of the images he created or suggested to the imagination,
which had been stored in the memory. For example, the modern “art” of advertising also
stimulates desires through the creation and manipulation of images in the targeted consumer’s
imagination and, as such, might be considered a weak form of natural magic.

Ficino not only attempted to reconcile Hermetic magic with traditional Christianity, but
also Orphic magic. He was known to sing incantatory “Orphic Hymns” to the sun god, Apollo,
who was conceived as a force of nature in the same way that the Stoics conceived Zeus as
corresponding to the Universal Reason or Pneuma that pervades all things. These hymns were
written during the same time as the Corpus, and were also erroneously believed to be of a

primordial Antiquity, written by Orpheus himself. Ficino imagined that the music of the
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114 Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition, 76.
115 Eros and Magic in the Renaissance, 32.
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planetary spheres and universal harmony taught by Pythagoras could be recreated. “Thus one
could sing Sun hymns, or Jupiter hymns, or Venus hymns attuned to those planets, and this, being
re-enforced by the invocation of their names and powers, was a way of drawing down their
influences.”*** Hearing the universal harmony was a sign of one’s own divinization; however,
during evil times, when man did not conform to “the laws of Nature,” the harmony was blocked.
As we will see, this meant that a new world cycle would need to be initiated to bind the “evil”

influences that prevented the harmony from being heard.

D. Giovanni Pico della Mirandola
1. Combining Hermetic Magic with the Kabbalah
After Ficino, one of the most influential Renaissance magi was Pico della Mirandola, mentioned

above. Pico’s idea was to inaugurate a “new” type of natural or sympathetic magic on a par with
the natural sciences of his day, namely, astrology and alchemy. He also wanted to develop an
“all-comprehensive system of knowledge, intended to embrace and reconcile the most different
rational and religious disciplines.”'’ He based his new magic on Ficino’s De vita coelitus
comparanda and the Jewish Kabbalah. Pico deemed natural magic inefficient, i.e. unable to
contact archangels.!® In other words, Ficino’s sympathetic magic did not go far enough. Pico
added the use of the Kabbalah and talismans, which were “energized” with the power of magical
Hebrew characters and figures, but also “good angels” in order to unite the “virtues in heaven
with those on earth, or ‘marries the world’.”**® This was meant to strengthen Ficino’s natural
magic. He notes that the magical principles of Pico’s own Kabbalistic angelic magic are the same
as those of the Picatrix’s demonic magic, even though both Pico and Ficino were careful to
conceal this.

According to Yates, Pico’s kabbalistic magic operated through the intellectual (or
invisible) part of the soul as opposed to natural magic’s operation on the natural spiritus or
affections. The intellectual operation happens when the Kabbalist’s soul separates from his body
(i.e. the mystical assent of the soul, or an “out of body experience”), freeing him to communicate
with the archangels.®®® In Hasidism: between Ecstasy and Magic, Moshe Idel, Professor of

Jewish thought at Hebrew University, calls this technique, known in Hassidic circles, devequt or

116 Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition, 78.

17 Fabrizio Lelli, “Picco Della Mirandola,” Dictionary of Gnosis & Western Esotericism, ed. Wouter J. Hanegraaff
(Leiden: Brill, 2006) 950.

118 Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition, 91. Yates quotes from Pico, Opera, 105: "Nulla potest esse operatio
Magica alicuius efficaciae, nisi annexum habeat opus Cabalae explicitum uel implicitum.” And, “Nulla nomina ut
significatiua, & in quantum nomina sunt, singula & per se sumpta, in Magico opere uirtutem habere possunt, nisi sint
Hebraica, uel inde proxime deriuata.”

119 Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition, 88. Cf. also D.P. Walker, Spiritual and Demonic Magic: from Ficino
to Campanella, 36.
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“cleaving to God.”*?* Although similar to a mystical experience, it has a magical structure. Yates

clarifies:

It is this relationship of the Sephiroth with the spheres of the cosmos, which makes of Cabala a
theosophy related to the universe. And it is this relationship which makes it possible to speak of
Cabalist magic as the completion of natural magic, or a higher form of natural magic reaching
higher spiritual forces which are yet organically related to the stars.??

However, unlike the pagan forms of Hermetic magic found in the Picatrix, Renaissance Kabbalah
endeavored to steer clear of demons, or angels with evil intent, as well as protect the operator
from their potential evil seduction.’® That is to say, the mystical ascent through the spheres
could go wrong when the magus failed to properly “purify” himself through ascetic practices.
These practices mortified fleshly desires, onto which demons (bad angels) could bind or attach
themselves.’?*  Asceticism was required of the more Platonic magician, because demons --
sometimes understood as evil thought-projections, which exist on an astral level -- could bind
themselves to and manipulate the operator’s inclinations and desires without his awareness. The
less one was bound by either human or superhuman desires, the more “free” one was to operate
instead of being “operated on.” Hence, “stoic” indifference and the annihilation of desires, which
are located in the “flesh,” provided the magical operator with the freedom to bind others and from
being bound oneself. The soul ascended through the spheres of the ten Sephiroth, “ten divine
structures which bring the world into being through emanation and make up the different levels of
reality.”*?® These are often mystically conceived as the Tree of Life or Supernal Adam. Pico also
understood these in relations to the planets and constellations, as did many gnostic Jewish

Kabbalists, suggested above.?

2. Theosophical-Theurgical and Ecstatic Kabbalah
“Kabbalah” means “received tradition” and has to do with an oral tradition of interpretation and

experience, which in the past was often only associated with mystical and esoteric currents.
According to Idel, in Kabbalah: New Perspectives, “there are two major trends in Kabbalah: the

b

theosophical-theurgical and the ecstatic,” which he distinguishes through a phenomenological

121 Moshe Idel, Hasidism: between Ecstasy and Magic (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1995) 86-89.
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123 Frances Yates, The Occult Philosophy in the Elizabethan Age (London: Routledge, 1979) 80.
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125 Alan Unterman, Dictionary of Jewish Lore and Legend (London: Thames and Hudson, 1991) 175.

126 Gershom Scholem, The Messianic Idea in Judaism: and Other Essays on Jewish Spirituality (New York: Schocken
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analysis of Kabbalistic texts and the Kabbalists’ own self-understanding.?” Instead of focusing
on “schools,” as did Gershom Scholem, his groundbreaking work has helped to distinguish trends
within the historical development of Kabbalah and avoid bunching all Kabbalism together as an
aberrant and heretical form of “Jewish Gnosticism.” Idel claims that the theosophical-theurgical
type of Kabbalah is “a theory of the elaborate structure of the divine world — and the ritualistic
and experiential way of relating to the divinity in order to induce a state of harmony. This is a
highly theocentric form of religiousness that, while not ignoring the needs of the human being,
tends to conceive of religious perfection as instrumental for exerting effective influence on
high.”'?8 It is more “exoteric” and is a form of open and public interpretation of the Torah and
the halakhah. The halakhah refers to the commandments and the Jewish rabbinical legal
tradition, which regulates religious and social practice. Hence, the theosophical-theurgical form

of knowledge was more acceptable to orthodox Jewish Rabbis:

The theurgical approach was part of the classical rabbinic conception of the commandments and
could justifiably be regarded as an important rationale for the mizvot that, inter alia, helped
motivate the persistent observance of the commandments by Jews. The theocentric attitude
assumed ‘open’ theology or theosophy, conditioned by the dynamics of human activity centered
on the halakhah; it was a strictly nomian system and, consequently, exoterically open to all Jews
and therefore obligatory. The theurgical performance of mizvot did not include dangerous or

ecstatic moments and could be regarded as part of what Max Kadushin described as ‘normal

mysticism’.1%

What Idel terms as “ecstatic Kabbalah” is another matter. This type of Kabbalah is “highly
anthropocentric, envisioning the mystical experience of the individual as itself the summum
bonum, regardless of the possible impact of this mystical status on the inner harmony of the
Divine,” or community.*® This ecstatic type of Kabbalah mirrors, therefore, more Hermetic and
magical forms of ecstasy. Although its original practitioners were Jewish, ecstatic Kabbalah is
related to contemporary secularized anomian expressions of Kabbalah, deriving from the occultist
Eliphas Lévi and the ceremonial magical order, the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn.'3!
There are also connections to the New Age Jewish Kabbalism of Yehuda Berg.**? In his The
Power of Kabbalah, we get the sense that by learning how to “channel” and control desire, one

2

can “get what one wants.” This aligns Berg’s “Kabbalah” more closely to magic than to higher

127 Moshe Idel, Kabbalah: New Perspectives (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1988) xi.
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forms of biblical interpretation. Another example of this popularized form of Kabbalah is
Melinda Ribner’s New Age Judaism: Ancient Wisdom for the Modern World,** which is
endorsed by the New Age author of The Celestine Prophecy, James Redfield.

It is possible that the Christian magi had access to both traditions, which had been
disseminated from Provence, perhaps through Ramon Lull (1235-1315). Lull, Lully or Lullus
was a Spanish Christian mystic and evangelist, who had visited Provence during his travels.*®*
Before the Renaissance, however, no detailed information or documentation about the movement
exists. Because of the acceptance of the Kabbalah by many Renaissance Christians, who believed
that through it they could prove Jesus’ divinity and used it for proselytizing purposes, the first
critical response was initiated by more traditional Jews, namely, Rabbi Elijah del Medigo and
Rabbi Yehudah Messer Leon. These two men were Aristotelian philosophers in the tradition of
Maimonides. Rabbi del Medigo, whose approach was similar to Lorenzo Valla, noted the
affinities between the Kabbalah coming out of Provence and Spain with Neoplatonism. This led
him to conclude that the Kabbalah was a late phenomenon. These resemblances, however, led to
other conclusions by Platonic Christian magi like Pico, who saw Hermes as a contemporary of
Moses, and tended to “interpret the Kabbalah Platonically ... Those same resemblances that
helped Del Medigo to postdate Kabbalah helped his contemporaries to regard it as a source of
Platonism, and hence as of greater antiquity.”** Pico and Del Medigo were in contact with each
other. Although Del Medigo warned Pico about “adopting quasi-gnostic forms of thought,” and
creating a “neoplatonized Christian version of Jewish Kabbalah,” Pico ignored his warnings. He
believed that the Kabbalah established the link between “rational and religious systems of

thought,”**® which would allow him to construct a comprehensive philosophy.

3. The Dignity of Man, the Magus
Through the correspondence between Del Medigo and Pico, we see that Renaissance Judaism

contained the same Aristotelian vs. Platonic/rational vs. intuitive tensions as Renaissance
Christianity. Like their Jewish counter-parts, the men of Florence’s Platonic Academy, to which

both Ficino and Pico belonged, were dissatisfied with the results of rationalistic Scholasticism.

133 Melinda Ribner, New Age Judaism: Ancient Wisdom for the Modern World (Deerfield Beach, Florida: Simcha
Press, 2000) 17. James Redfield, the author of The Celestine Prophecy, endorses Ribner’s New Age Judaism. Ribner
claims that pantheism “opens her thought up” to everyone: We may think that we believe in God, but often it is only
what we want or think God should be that we believe in. We want God on our terms, and for many that is merely a
more romanticized or improved version of themselves: God should be everything we want Him to be or we do not
believe in Him. He should protect and love us. He should be good to us. It is popular to say that ‘God is love.” That
is a Christian concept. The Torah says, ‘God does good, and creates evil.” God in Judaism is not something sweet and
sentimental but rather the underlying reality that encompasses good and bad.”

134 The Occult Philosophy in the Elizabethan Age, 11-18.

135 Kabbalah: New Perspectives, 2.

136 «Pjcco Della Mirandola,” The Dictionary of Gnosis & Western Esotericism, 951.

35



They wanted to replace it with another philosophy that allowed for a more personal and deifying
experience. The Corpus Hermeticum not only provides the philosophical framework for
envisioning oneself as a god, but is also a kind of manual for how one goes about procuring such
an experience. For example, in CH X, entitled “The Key,” meaning the hermeneutical key to
understand the nature of God, Hermes tells Tat that when the soul is in the body, it cannot be
deified. The soul is only able to become deified after it separates from the body in an out-of-body
experience, rises through the celestial spheres, and is able to take in the totality of the cosmos
from on high, yet, “without leaving the earth behind.” Hermes says in CH X, 25, “Therefore, we
must dare to say that the human on earth is a mortal god, but that god in heaven is an immortal
human. Through these two, then, cosmos and human, all things exist, but they all exist by action
of the one.” In CH XI, the initiate is told that unless he can make himself “equal to god, [he]
cannot understand god; like is understood by like.”

In this passage, God is equal to the cosmos. The experience is put within the context of
“understanding,” or as a mental or contemplative exercise. The presumption of making oneself
equal to God, with the ability to imagine oneself as God, the cosmos, is presented as a necessary
step towards divinization. After the soul separates from the body, the deifying experience comes
when the soul sees itself in the Divine Cosmic Mind, (CH, XIII, 13) which is, then, interpreted as
the disciple’s re-birth into a “god.” The master Hermes tells his disciple. “Do you not know that
you have been born a god and a child of the one, as I, too, have?” (CH, XIII, 14). Because
Hermes Trismegistus has already had such an experience, he is in the position to transmit it to his
disciple, Tat. This experience was, however, most probably understood within a Platonic or
Neoplatonic framework that conceived of reality as a scale of Being that had its source in the
realm of ideal forms.**’

It is towards this Hermetic experience of “salvation” that Pico’s work is aimed. This is
obvious in Pico’s Oration on the Dignity of Man or Oratio de hominis dignitate. The Oration is
one of the most famous and influential works of the Renaissance and considered by many to be
its “Manifesto.”*® It also became, according to Yates, “the great charter of Renaissance magic,”
lending support to the acceptance of the magical scheme of self-divinization within some
heterodox Christian circles.*®® The Oration was originally planned as an opening speech of a

public disputation held in Rome in 1486. At this disputation, Pico hoped to prove in 900 theses
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that formal magic, i.e. with rites, rituals, ceremonies and formulas, and especially magical uses of
the Kabbalah, was compatible with Christianity.'4°

According to Kristeller in Renaissance Thought and its Sources in The Oration, Pico
claims that the human person, unlike all other creatures, shares all of the gifts that God originally
gave to individual creatures. “Man, therefore, has no clearly determined essence or nature. He is
neither celestial nor earthly, neither mortal nor immortal. On the contrary, he may become all of
this through his own will. The Creator gave him the germs of every sort of life. Depending on
whatever potentiality he developed, he may become a plant, an animal, a celestial being, an angel,
or he may even be unified with God himself. Man therefore possesses all possibilities within
himself. It is his task to overcome the lower forms of life and to elevate himself toward God.
(Ttalics mine).”*** Pico hoped to establish for himself a bridge between heaven and earth through
“the right use of natural substances in accordance with the principles of sympathetic magic.”4?

It is, therefore, significant that Pico opens his Oration with a text found in Asclepius 6.
Pico says that he had been reading the records of a Muslim sage, Abdul the Saracen. When this

% ¢¢

man was asked what he considered to be the “most worthy thing of wonder” “on the world’s
stage”, Abdul exclaimed that there was “nothing more wonderful than man.” Pico says that
“Mercury,” Hermes’ Roman counterpart, held the same opinion when he said, “a great wonder,
Asclepius, is man.”**® By using this passage from the Asclepius to open his speech, Pico clearly
assumed that Mercury or Hermes’s opinion would hold great weight with his audience, even
though in the end, it did not. Unlike Augustine, Pico saw no conflict between the Asclepius and
traditional Christianity. On the one hand, Pico uses the passage as a positive affirmation of his
position; however, he is clever enough to not elaborate on it.

Perhaps he had something to conceal. In fact, further down in the text (i.e. Asclepius 6),
Mercury/Hermes not only states that “man is a great wonder,” but also that he should be
“worshipped and honored.” Unlike other brutes, man is able to become a god and shares his
origin with that of demons. Displaying a more Gnostic, i.e. pessimistic, view of matter and human
nature, the Asclepius claims that not only is man “conjoined to the gods by a kindred divinity,”

but also inwardly despises everything that is earthly.

Man ‘has been put in the happier place of middle status so that he might cherish those beneath
him and be cherished by those above him. He cultivates the earth; he swiftly mixes into the
elements; he plumbs the depths of the sea in the keenness of his mind. Everything is permitted

140 Magic in the Middle Ages, 148.
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143 pico della Mirandola, On the Dignity of Man, trans. Charles Glenn Wallis (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing
Company, 1998) 3.
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him: heaven itself seems not too high, for he measures it in his clever thinking as if it were
nearby. No misty air dims the concentration of his thought; no think earth obstructs his work; no
abysmal deep of water blocks his lofty view. He is everything, and he is everywhere.’*#
(Asclepius, 6)

As Kiristeller shows, Pico derived his understanding of human nature from this passage in
Asclepius 6. Although there are certain parallels with the traditional Christian conception of
human nature, especially the belief that the human being was originally created with exceptional
almost divine dignity (cf. Ps 82:6; Jn 10:34), Pico’s “Renaissance Manifesto” re-introduced a
more pagan understanding of human nature into the western tradition and served to continue to
put pressure on divine transcendence. It did this by by-passing the traditional doctrine of original
sin and implying that deification or transfiguration might be a product of human effort alone.
Furthermore, in the great Renaissance magi, we see the intellectual collapse of the divine
transcendence into the realm of created immanence, although this is somewhat mitigated by their
loyalty to the Platonic world of ideal forms.

Pico’s version of “human dignity” has caused much confusion within certain sectors of
Christianity itself. The confusion concerns what constitutes a truly Christian conception of the
human person, which, on the one hand, accepts the reality and effects of sin but, on the other
hand, affirms God’s ultimate plan of salvation, which includes a process of transfiguration or
theosis. Although humans are expected to help in the process of their own perfection by
developing virtues, traditional Christian deification or transfiguration occurs through God’s grace
(Cf. St. Irenaeus, Adversus Haereses, 3, 19, 1 and St. Athanasius, De Incarnatione, 54), entailing
the healing and recovery of the full image and likeness of God (Gen 1:26), which the first man
and woman had damaged by eating from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil and their
expulsion from the paradisiacal garden (Gen 3). Given the confusion, after the Reformation,
Christians in the West took either Pico’s position (e.g. contemporary esoteric Christianity), or
denied its possibility (e.g. orthodox Protestantism) or sought to avoid the topic in theological
discourse (e.g. Roman Catholicism). The contemporary New Age understanding of the human
person and the process of divinization displays more similarities to Pico’s and is, therefore, more
magical. Given the importance of the notion of divinization in New Age and our suggestion that it
is connected to the magical Hermetic understanding of divinization, we will now focus our

attention on the Hermetic material.

144 Hermetica, Asclepius [6], 69-70.
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I11. Hermetic Salvation and Theodicy
A. Mind and Will
According to Corpus Hermeticum IV, although God shared reason with all human beings, Mind,

which is co-equal to the Divine Mind, is only given to those who immerse themselves in the
Divine Mind and realize the purpose of their existence.** In Corpus Hermeticum XII, Mind is
said to be the “very essence of god.” Hence, the mind in humans is God; “among humans,
therefore, some are gods and their humanity is near to divinity” (CH XIL, 1). This means to say
that not all humans possess the dignity of divine Mind. Ignorance, therefore, is the greatest vice.
Hence, those who do not or are unable to have this gnostic experience of salvation miss the boat,
so to speak. “Those human souls that do not have mind as a guide are affected in the same way as
souls of animals without reason,” and are annihilated (CH, XII, 4), because they lack higher
consciousness or Mind.

In the Hermetic-Neoplatonic framework, God is essentially conceived of as Mind, but
also as Will. Antoine Faivre says, in fact, in the Hermetica, “the notion frequently arises that
God’s activity is his will, and that his essence consists in ‘willing’ all things.”**® Corpus
Hermeticum X, “The Key,” says that “God’s activity is will, and his essence is to will all things to
be.”'" Therefore, with the acceptance of Hermetism within Western Christianity, the traditional
Thomistic emphasis on God’s Goodness and Reason was inverted to emphasize God’s Will and
Omnipotence. This shows similarities between the Hermetic concept of God and William of
Ockham’s (1288- 1348) nominalist approach, adopted by many Protestant denominations at the
Reformation. The similarities of these two approaches might explain why Hermetism was
popular amongst many Protestants, especially in the Enlightenment, although this deserves
further research. Faivre says that the emphasis on the primacy of the divine will is carried on by
Hermetical German theosophy. “In this respect the influence of Jacob Boehme in German
philosophy up to Hegel, Schopenhauer, and even beyond is well known. In pagan gnosis, the will

is a necessary attribute of all who would see the light; the would-be philosopher must want to

145 CH, IV, 3, 4. For example, Tat tells Hermes that only certain humans receive divine mind. Hermes replies: “He
wanted it put between souls, my child, as a prize for them to contest.” According to Hermes, God-Mind, “filled a great
mixing bowl with it and sent it below, appointing a herald whom he commanded to make the following proclamation to
human hearts: ‘Immerse yourself in the mixing bowl if your heart has the strength, if it believes you will rise up again
to the one who sent the mixing bowl below, if it recognizes the purpose of your coming to be.” “All those who heeded
the proclamation and immersed themselves in mind participated in knowledge and became perfect people because they
received mind. But those who missed the point of proclamation are people of reason because they did not receive <the
gift of> mind as well and do not know the purpose or the agents of their coming to be.”
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know, and it is his will that he calls upon when he evokes intermediary or heavenly spirits.”*4

Faivre stresses that the Hermetic “state of mind is characterized by a preference for will, on a
human as well as divine level.” The so-called Hermetic state of mind is also the basis for the
performance of magic, or the determined manipulation of the will or desires of others, based on
one’s belief in sympathia or the connection between all things. Although in Antiquity and the
Renaissance, the basis of sympathy was understood as a shared spiritus or pneuma, in Modernity,

it increasingly become to be understood psychologically.

1. Gnostic Salvific Experience

a. The Experience in the Corpus Hermeticum

i. A Vision of Oneself in the Mind of God

The desire to become a god or to realize one’s inherent divinity shows the connections between

the aims of ancient magic, Gnostic Hermetism and Contemporary Holistic Esotericism. As
suggested, we should see the philosophical or theological hermetic texts as a theoretical
foundation for magical “salvation,” while the technical or more magical texts provide a practical
way to achieve salvation within the theoretical framework, which is a pantheistic or animistic
one.}®  As stated, separation of these two types of texts only leads to misinterpretations. In this
worldview, God is considered to be Mind and Will and even Energy (cf. CH XI, 5, XII 8, XII 20).
Salvation to a higher spiritual state occurs through the process of self-divinization or making
oneself equal to “God,” (CH, XI, 20) who is understood as the cosmos. According to J. — P. Mahé
and Gilles Quispel, this idea is found in the famous Poimandres or Corpus Hermeticum I, 18,
discussed above.

Mahé says that by ascending up the spheres to the source of Being, which is something
like the moment of the Big Bang, they are able to directly experience the presence of the One,
invisible God, which is revealed in All. The goal is to see oneself in the All, for “He who knows
himself, knows the All”** (Cf. The Aphorisms of Hermes Trismegistus to Asclepius (DH), ix, 4).
One begins to see oneself in the All through spiritual exercises of the imaginatory type.

148 The Eternal Hermes, 55.
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ii. Initiatic Literature
Peter Kingsley, who claims to have had similar experiences, says that we should see the Asclepius

as a text that outlines the process to procure an ecstatic mystical experience. Although some
scholars, like Festugiere could only see the contradictions in the text, Kingsley says that the
contradictions constitute an essential fixture of a deliberate and meaningful system, whose
purpose is to guide the adept along the path towards illumination. First, the initiate is brought to a
position of utter despair and hopelessness in the attempt to push him to give up all of his old
beliefs and “attachments to a world increasingly seen as imperfect.”*®* Kingsley points out that
although most scholars are keen to uncover the “doctrine” underlying the text, they forget to
analyze the content of the dialogue and the way that the disciple “is thrown into despair, mocked,
frustrated, hears his words twisted by his teacher as soon as they come out of his mouth: is left
speechless, dismantled, almost disintegrated, as the necessary prelude to being reborn from the
world of silence.” The Asclepius presents a process based on a system that believes that
“everything worth knowing can be thought out and reached through our minds.” It is such a cruel
and ultimately destructive process that few were and are prepared to go through it. According to
Kingsley, this is because their desire for knowledge of the ultimate is too weak, or they are
insufficiently dissatisfied with things as they are. Kingsley says that the “disintegration of the
thinking process [and] demolition of the mind” is the heavy price that a disciple must pay for
awareness of the ultimate.’® Based on an analysis of language and content, Kingsley believes
that the type of experience that the Corpus Hermeticum is trying to teach is ultimately reproduced
in the so-called alchemical bible, The Emerald Table, supposedly written by Hermes himself.?>
The question will be whether the “demolition” of the mind will in fact bring about the desired
results in most adepts, or is another recipe for mental manipulation of the weak.

Kingsley believes that the Corpus Hermeticum in its totality should be read as initiatic
literature. CH, I, provides the initial catalyst for the initiate to begin his spiritual journey, which
should end in a spiritual and intellectual vision that comes in CH, XIII, entitled: “A secret
dialogue of Hermes Trismegistus on the mountain to his son Tat: On being born again, and on

the promise to be silent.”
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Kingsley says that the heart of the Hermetic Tradition is the relationship between the
master and his disciple or child.’™® The Master is in a sense responsible for his disciple’s
progress. The exhortation to keep the teachings a secret is part and parcel of this relationship.
The fact that the teacher continues to call the disciple “child” means that the disciple must learn
that, like the universe, his knowledge is not fixed. “The truth is that he, too, needs to keep finding
what he knows: needs to discover it freshly at every moment. The disciple’s job is actually to
learn to share this process, to develop the same awareness.” Kingsley states that, in fact, the
disciple must in some way fuse with the teacher and “become one in spirit” with him, which is
understood as “breathing together.”**® This form of relationship was translated to Persian Sufism,
“where the intimacy of the relationship between teacher and disciple is described as ‘being of the
same breath’ (ham-dam).” Kingsley believes that the Hermetic Tradition was “kept alive in
central and southern Egypt, especially by alchemical circles,” showing the close connection
between Hermetic esotericism and alchemy. In the early Islamic world, it passed into Persian

Sufism,*’ the more mystical form of Islam.

iii. Meeting the Unbounded Being or Poimandres
In CH, | or the Poimandres, the scene is set, and Hermes’ authority as a “master” is established.

Hermes desires to understand the nature of reality and to know God. He is taught by an enormous
“unbounded being,” who presents himself as the “mind of sovereignty,” mentioned earlier. (CH,
I, 1-3) First, the individual mind expands as it races up through spheres, where the initiate
encounters the tremendous “unbounded being,” mentioned above, and who in this instance is
called “Poimandres.” Later, he makes himself known as the Divine Mind. The “being” changes
appearance and initiates the priest Hermes Trismegistus into the cosmic secrets by providing him
with a vision of the Divine Cosmic Mind.**® Initially, the “being” appears opposite to the initiate,
but towards the end of the procedure or spiritual journey, he realizes that the being is himself, or
that he is already “one” with it. The initial experience is given in the first lines of Corpus

Hermeticum, I, 1:

Once, when thought came to me of the things that are and my thinking soared high and my bodily
senses were restrained, like someone heavy with sleep from too much eating or toil of the body,

155 “An Introduction to the Hermetica: Approaching Ancient Esoteric Tradition,” From Poimandres to Jacob Béhme:
Gnosis, Hermetism and the Christian Tradition, 35.
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158 As we will see, this experience is structurally similar to the experience that shamans have with their “spirit-guide,”
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an enormous being completely unbounded in size seemed to appear to me and call my name and
say to me: ‘What do you want to hear and see; what do you want to learn and know from your
understanding?’ (Italics mine)

Towards the end of chapter One, Hermes asks the Divine Mind to explain to him again about the
way up, or how to have a divinizing “out-0f-body experience.” The being explains that the
separated soul rushes upwards and passes through seven levels. At the level of the eighth, or the
region of the ogdoad, the initiate is deified, receives cosmic power and joins other deified beings -
- supposedly other humans who have gone through a similar process. Beyond this, the initiate
begins to hear the universal harmony and is then allowed to ascend to the level of the ninth and to
the “father.” He surrenders or sacrifices his personality to the powers, and is then himself filled
with power and “enters into god.” Poimandres encourages Hermes to not delay. He should also
go through the self-divinizing process so that he will be able to later guide those who are worthy
of initiation, and “through you the human race might be saved by god.” (CH, 1, 24-25).1° That is
to say that Hermes Trismegistus, and those who follow in his footsteps, were understood to be the
“saviors” of mankind.

When we view the Corpus as it stands as initiatic literature, we see that by CH XIlII, the
Hermetic disciple, Tat, has gone through all of the processes and exercises, but has not yet had
the necessary experience. He is impatient and wants to go onto the next and final stage of
enlightenment, to the stage of self-divinization. Kingsley says that he wants his master to tell him
how to do this, but what he has to learn cannot be taught, but only experienced. The disciple
begins the dialogue by criticizing his master for not giving him a step-by-step plan, or speaking

“straightforwardly” about how one is “born again” or attains divinity:

My father, you spoke indistinctly and in riddles when talking about divinity in the General
Discourses; claiming that no one can be saved before being born again, you offered no revelation.
But after you talked with me coming down from the mountain, | became your suppliant and asked
to learn the discourse on being born again since, of all the discourses, this one alone | do not
know. And you said you would deliver it to me when ‘you were about to become a stranger to

159 “First, in releasing the material body you give the body itself over to alteration, and the form that you used to have
vanishes. To the demon you give over your temperament, now inactive. The body’s senses rise up and flow back to
their particular sources, becoming separate parts and mingling again with the energies. And feeling and longing go on
toward irrational nature. Thence the human being rushes up through the cosmic framework, at the first zone
surrendering the energy of increase and decrease; at the second evil machination, a device now inactive; at the third the
illusion of longing, now inactive; at the fourth the ruler’s arrogance, now freed of excess; at the fifth unholy
presumption and daring recklessness; at the sixth the evil impulses that come from wealth, now inactive; and at the
seventh zone the deceit that lies in ambush. And then, stripped of the effects of the cosmic framework, the human
enters the region of the ogdoad; he has his own proper power, and along with the blessed he hymns to the father. Those
present there rejoice together in his presence, and, have become like his companions, he also hears certain powers that
exist beyond the ogdoadic region and hymn god with sweet voice. They rise up to the father in order and surrender
themselves to the powers, and, having become powers, they enter into god. This is the final good for those who have
received knowledge: to be made god. Why do you still delay? Having learned all this, should you not become guide
to the worthy so that through you the human race might be saved by god.” (CH, I, 24-25).
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the cosmos.’ I have prepared myself, and I have steeled my purpose against the deceit of the
cosmos. Grant me what | need and give me — whether aloud or in secret — the <discourse on>
being born again that you said you would deliver. | do not know what sort of womb mankind was
born from, O Trismegistus, nor from what kind of seed. (CH, XIII, 1)

In fact and as discussed, speaking in riddles is precisely an initiatory technique used to help the
disciple break down his normal thinking processes and achieve an altered state of
consciousness.'®® Instead of speaking to the disciple clearly, the master or Trismegistus tells his
disciple Tat that after having out-of-body experiences, he is no longer what he appears to be. He
has become a “stranger” to sensuality. “Now you see me with your eyes, my child, but by gazing
with bodily sight you do <not> understand what <I am>; I am not seen with such eyes, my child.”
(CH, XIIlI, 3) Tat responds with frustration and declares that he is about to go mad with such
puzzling speech. Trismegistus implies that in order to be “enlightened,” Tat will also need to
have such a self-divinizing experience. However, at this stage of the initiation, Tat appears to be
only concerned with receiving answers from standard questions. “Tell me this especially: Who
is the progenitor of rebirth?” Whereupon Trismegistus tells him that the progenitor of re-birth or
self-divinization is “the child of god, primal man, by god’s will.” (CH, XIII, 4) Oddly enough,
this is a question to which Trismegistus responds clearly and distinctly, however, Tat tells him
that he is “speechless” and that he sees no external change in Trismegistus’ physical form.

Given the disciple’s strange reaction to Trismegistus’ -- on this occasion -- lucid
response, we surmise that Tat has interpreted Trismegistus’ response to mean that he indeed
believes to have become the “primal man” or Anthropos. Or, more probably, he believes that he
has in some respect fused or identified with him. This means that the ancient Hermetic self-
divinizing vision went hand-in-hand with a vision of the primal man, with whom one is expected
in some sense to identify. If we recall, CH, I, 26 gave an explanation of what happens when one
enters the region of the ogdoad, or the eighth sphere. There one joins others, who have already
attained divinity. Given the Neoplatonic background, this means that many constitute the one, or

the many men constitute the One Man.

iv. The Gnostic Myth of the Fall of the Primal Man into Evil Matter
In the Corpus, the “primal man” is first mentioned in CH, | where the unbounded being conveys

knowledge about the origin of mankind to Hermes Trismegistus. In CH, I, 12, the being
Poimandres says that “Mind, the father of all, who is life and light, gave birth to a man like
himself whom he loved as his own child. The man was most fair: he had the father’s image; the

god, who was really in love with his own form, bestowed on him all his craftworks.” CH, I, 14-

160 “An Introduction to the Hermetica: Approaching Ancient Esoteric Tradition,” From Poimandres to Jacob Béhme:
Gnosis, Hermetism and the Christian Tradition, 26-27.
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15, then explains how mortal mankind came into being through the archetypal primal man’s

sexual union with Nature.

Having all authority over the cosmos of mortals and unreasoning animals, the man broke through
the vault and stooped to look through the cosmic framework, thus displaying to lower nature the
fair form of god. Nature smiled for love when she saw him whose fairness brings no surfeit
<and> who holds in himself all the energy of the governors and the form of god, for in the water
she saw the shape of the man’s fairest form and upon the earth its shadow. When the man saw in
the water the form like himself as it was in nature, he loved it and wished to inhabit it; wish and
action came in the same moment, and he inhabited the unreasoning form. Nature took hold of her
beloved, hugged him all about and embraced him, for they were lovers. Because of this, unlike
any other living thing on earth, mankind is twofold — in the body mortal but immortal in essential
man. Even though he is immortal and has authority over all things, mankind is affected by
mortality because he is subject to fate; thus, although man is above the cosmic framework, he
became a slave within it. (CH, I, 14-15)

In fact, the primal man, who was located above the celestial framework, stoops and looks down
through the spheres onto Nature, which leads to their “love relationship.” Nevertheless, although
the primal man copulates with Nature, in effect, he does not fall in love with Nature, but only
with his own lovely form that was reflected upon Nature’s surface, i.e. in water, and with his
shadow on earth. This is a mythical narrative of a Gnostic fall from heavenly grace that in some
sense mirrors the Hebrew story of the Fall of Adam in Genesis.’®! Whereas Adam’s fall was
from greed and disobedience, the primal man’s fall came from mingling with matter or Nature,
which was considered evil. Still, Nature latched onto the Man and bore the ancestors of
humanity, who contained within themselves both the image of the primal man and unreasoning
nature. In the Hermetic myth, therefore, mankind is a degenerated form of the primal man and
his goal is to return to the higher state of the primal man, which is superior to, or “above,” the
present mortal state.’®? The individual man must recognize his heavenly origin in the original
primal man and reverse the stages of the heavenly man’s fall, by ascending through the spheres in

ecstatic contemplation. As C. H. Dodd says:

We are told how man, any man, may gain immortality and rise to unity with God. The stages of
the ascent recapitulate the stages of the fall of AvOpmoc, but it is no mythical being in view, but
you or I. The divine Man, child of God, has become, to put it so, the Man in men, of divine
origin, and capable of redemption from the taint of matter and mortality into the life of God. He
may never have been meant for anything else. On the other hand, in so far as the author took his
Platonism seriously, he must have believed in the real existence of eternal archetypes (as indeed
he speaks of 16 dpyétrvmov €idog), and his AvBpmog is probably as real as they. He is in some sort
the equivalent of the Platonic ‘idea’ of man, and the author means to say that this ‘idea’ of man is

161 The Interpretation of the Fourth Gospel, 42-43.
162 «“Notes,”Hermetica, 106.
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essentially divine, but has become implicated in the taint of matter, from which it needs to be
released.'®3

v. Birth in God
Therefore, Trismegistus’ response to Tat’s question confirms the interpretation that he believes

that has been elevated to mirror the archetypal form of the Anthropos, since he tells Tat that “in
this you are deceived, for my mortal form changes daily, altered in time toward increase and
decrease — as a deception.” (CH, XIII, 5) Since others have also entered into the eighth and ninth
spheres, Trismegistus believes that he has become “one” primal Anthropos and shares in his
primordial divinity, even though his material form at a particular moment is limited and,
therefore, fluid. Although it is impossible to know exactly what second century Egyptian
Hellenists believed at the time, the fact that he is initiating Tat to have a similar experience leads
one to believe that there was a belief that the many could in some way participate in this “one
primal form” of the one Divine Mind, which was understood as “birth in god.”

At this point in the dialogue, Tat’s attitude begins to change and he resigns himself to
ignorance. Although he had hoped to become wise, in fact, he believes that he has finally gone
insane. Trismegistus tells him that what he has to understand to become divine (i.e. birth in god)
is not understood by the senses, but by “power and energy.” Tat seems to doubt that he might
have “power,” but Trismegistus confirms the opposite. It is inherent within him, but he only
needs to “draw it” to himself “and it will come. Wish it and it happens. Leave the sense of the
body idle, and the birth of divinity will begin. Cleanse yourself of the irrational torments of
matter.” (CH, XIII, 7) Then, Trismegistus explains the twelve torments or vices that one must
go through before one attains divinity. The basis of the attainment of divinity is the expulsion of
these vices. After this, one can allow the ten virtues to develop, or the decad, which is the
opposite or an inversion of the twelve vices. Then, Trismegistus says that Tat has come to know

the means of rebirth.

The arrival of the decad sets in order a birth of mind that expels the twelve; we have been
divinized by this birth. Therefore, whoever through mercy has attained this godly birth and has
forsaken bodily sensation recognizes himself as constituted of the intelligibles and rejoices. (CH,
XIll11, 10)

Finally, Tat seems to have understood how one is “reborn in god,” or how to enter into him. He

becomes something like a participant in or a willing part of the world-soul or the anima mundi.

He says to Trismegistus:

163 The Interpretation of the Fourth Gospel, 43.
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Since god has made me tranquil, father, I no longer picture things with the sight of my eyes but
with the mental energy that comes through the powers. | am in heaven, in earth, in water, in air; |
am in animals and in plants; in the womb, before the womb, after the womb; everywhere. But tell
me this also: how is it that the torments of darkness, twelve in number, are repulsed by ten
powers? By what means, Trismegistus? (CH, XIII, 11)

Trismegistus explains the ten can repulse the twelve, which are astrologically determined. “This
tent — from which we also have passed, my child — was constituted from the Zodiacal circle,
which was in turn constituted of [ ] entities that are twelve in number, one in nature, omniform in
appearance.” (CH, XIII, 12) When the twelve torments retreat or when they have been
vanquished by the initiate, then, the ten virtues are able to enter. This is because the soul is
supposedly engendered from the decad. Like a system of concentric circles, the henad contains
the decad within it. Trismegistus must have said the “magic word,” for at this point, Tat
exclaims: “Father, I see the universe and I see myself in mind.” (CH, XIII, 13) That is to say,
the universe and the Divine Mind are One and Tat sees himself as a part of it. Trismegistus
confirms that through seeing himself in the Divine Mind, Tat has experienced rebirth or

divinization. Itis, however, not for everyone, i.e. the mob or herd, but only for the chosen elite:

This, my child, is rebirth: no longer picturing things in three bodily dimensions. ... through this
discourse on being born again that | have noted down for you alone to avoid casting it all before
the mob but [to give it] to those whom god himself wishes.

Tell me, father, does this body constituted of powers ever succumb to dissolution?

Hold your tongue; do not give voice to the impossible! Else you will do wrong, and your mind’s
eye will be profaned. The sensible body of nature is far removed from essential generation. One
can be dissolved, but the other is indissoluble; one is mortal, the other immortal. Do you not
know that you have been born a god and a child of the one, as I, too, have? (CH, XIIlI, 13-14)

Like Hermes Trismegistus, Tat has become a “child” of the primal Anthropos. After
experiencing oneself as participating in the “primal man,” which in Hermetic thought is
understood as participating in the Divine Mind, Tat claims that he wants to sing a secret hymn of
praise that was transmitted to them by the unbounded being, Poimandres, or the “mind of
sovereignty,” who is the personification of the primal man. As we will see, he can also be
understood to be the alchemical deity, Aion (eternity).'®* Thereafter, the formula for the secret
hymn is given, where the singer thanks god, i.e. the Divine Mind, for giving him “the energy of
the powers.” (CH, XIII, 18) He asks that a speech offering is acceptable and that Life preserves
the universe within him, as a microtheos of the macrotheos. Tat goes on: “For you, O mind, are

a shepherd to your word, O spirit-bearer, O craftsman [demiurge]. You are god!” Then, he says

164 «“Notes,” Hermetica, 94-95; 99.
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that his “man,” i.e. the primal man or Poimandres, who Tat has also now become or in whom he

now participates,

Shouts this through the fire, through air, through earth, through water, through spirit, through
your creatures. From your eternity [Aion], | have won praise, and in your counsel | have found
the rest | seek; | have seen, as you wished it. This praise that you have told, father, | have also
established in my cosmos.

Hermes then attempts to put some kind of limitation onto Tat’s experience and says: “Say ‘in the
intellectual cosmos,’ child. (CH, XIII, 19-21) That is to say, least Tat mistake himself for the
cosmos ltself, or that he reverses the hierarchical order of Being and collapse the cosmos into his
own intellect, Hermes reminds him that he participates in the cosmic primal man and not the
other way around. Hermes is in a sense applying a “breaking mechanism,” which we will show

was somehow forgotten or misjudged in the Renaissance in the thought of Giordano Bruno.

b. The Experience in the Gnostic Discourse on the Eighth and the Ninth
The same type of universalizing experience, or divinizing vision, is required in Gnostic

divinization. This is made clear from the Gnostic Discourse on the Eighth and the Ninth or
Codex VI, found in Nag Hammadi. The text was probably used as an “introductory text” by
small groups or by a master and his disciple “devoted to secret knowledge and mystical
experience.”® It was discovered with a Coptic version of the Asclepius, mentioned above,
revealing the similarities between the two systems. Like the Corpus, the Discourse begins when
a disciple reminds his spiritual master that he had promised to initiate him into the mysteries of
the “eighth and the ninth,” implying the divine realm and the highest level of spiritual
attainment.1®® Therefore, the Gnostic initiate’s impatience with his master is similar to Tat’s
impatience with Hermes. After instruction, both the initiate and the master pray a formal prayer
(Cf. VI, 52-56), whose culmination is reached in VI, 57, a request for a visionary experience: “So
that your vision may come. Lord, grant us the truth in the image. Allow us through the spirit to
see the form of the image that has no deficiency, and receive the reflection of the pleroma from us
through our praise.”®” Through the master’s guidance, the initiate is then allowed to enter into
the eighth sphere and then into the ninth (ennead). According to Mahé, the apotheosis of the

divinizing vision is found in VI, 58. There, the initiate sees himself in the Cosmic Mind.% This

165 Douglas M. Parrott, “Introduction to the Discourse on the Eighth and Ninth,” The Nag Hammadi Library in English
(New York: HarperCollins, 3" ed., 1990) 321.
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48



is the same vision described above in CH, XIII, 13. “Father, I see the universe and I see myself in
mind.” In Discourse, VI, 58, the gnostic says: “How [shall I describe] the universe? I [am Mind
and] | see another Mind, the one that [moves] the soul! | see the one that moves me from pure
forgetfulness. You give me power! I see myself!”6°

Douglas M. Parrott says that before the visionary experience of the eighth and ninth can
be procured, the initiate must first pass through two other levels. First, he must attain a level of
ritual purity (56,27-57,1), similar to the experience of expelling the 12 vices discussed in the
Corpus. Thereafter, he must “banish ignorance by mastering the knowledge found in certain
books (54,6-18),” which would allow the virtues to enter. By doing this, he shows that he desires
to become the embodiment of the universal mind. “The initiate then enters the eighth by
recognizing the presence of universal mind, and responds to this recognition by joining the chorus
of the eighth and singing a silent hymn to the universal mind. He reaches the ninth when he
experiences his own unity with universal mind and receives the confirmatory vision in which the
chorus of the eighth sings to him (59, 24-60, 1).”10

‘I will offer up the praise in my heart, as I pray to the end of the universe and the beginning of the
beginning, to the object of man’s quest, the immortal discovery, the begetter of light and truth, the
sower of reason, the love of immortal life. No hidden word will be able to speak about you, Lord.
Therefore my mind wants to sing a hymn to you daily. | am the instrument of your spirit; Mind is
your plectrum. And your counsel plucks me. | see 61 myself! | have received power from you.
For your love has reached us.’

‘Right, my son.’

‘Grace! After these things I give thanks by singing a hymn to you. For I have received life from
you, when you made me wise. I praise you. I call your name that is hidden within me: a 0 ee 0

with the spirit. Ising a hymn to you reverently.’ "

c. Becoming Aion
i. The Identities of Aion
Seeing oneself in the Mind of God meant seeing oneself in the “primal man” or Anthropos,

mentioned in CH, XIII, 4. This is understood as a concentric “birth in God,” which makes one a
god. In fact, one becomes a microtheotic man of the macrotheotic Man, who was eventually
understood to be the alchemical deity of Time and Eternity “Aion.” Seeking his favour would
help to speed up the processes of Time and Nature. Aion “dwells in the zenith of heaven,”*’2 the

ethereal region to where one made one’s ascent. His was a powerful name invoked by both
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magicians and alchemists to achieve their goal to become “égal a la divinité.”*”®* Anna Scibilia
notes, “The deity to which the magician addresses the invocation for obtaining the parhedros, is
Helios, the solar deity who, in this and any other documents, assumes a cosmic character by being
identified with Aion, ‘Eternity’.”** According to R. P. Festugiére, Aion is the Supreme God and
is associated with the sun. Although he is never assimilated to Hermes, prayers and invocations
to this elevated solar deity shed light not only on magical belief in Antiquity, but also important
technical hermetic texts like the Kosmopoia, the Koré Kosmou but also Corpus Hermeticum
X111 Mahé notes that indeed ancient Hermetism developed a method for the magician to
become Aion, or “Cosmic God, Cosmos and Eternity.”*’® How the Hermeticist became Aion or
the “primal man” will be discussed shortly, after we delve into his other identities.

For example, Lindsay says that Aion was often assimilated to Mithras, but also to the
alchemical Ouroboros.!”” Although Aion was the god who resides in the sun, in Alexandria, he
was also associated with Kore or Persephone, the goddess of the underworld. It was said that he
was even born by her,'’® bringing him in close association to the Orphic myth of the god,
Dionysos. In fact, Dionysos-Zagreus is associated with the chthonic, or subterranean, Zeus.'’
Already by the time of Heraclitus, Aion was clearly associated with the chthonic Zeus.®

Like Hermes, and as intimated, Aion was closely associated with Dionysos, for he was
also the child of Persephone and Zeus. Walter Burkert says that “at Alexandria a cult of Aion as
the god of Time had grown up, in association with Kore, the earthmaiden. On the fifth of January
a statue of the god was brought by torchlight into the open from an under-earth sanctuary
dedicated to Kore; and while pipes and tambourines played, it was carried seven times round the
temple, then, taken below the ground again. We are told that the rite signified the birth of Aion
on this night by Kore” 8 which is clearly an allusion to the birth of Dionysos in Eleusis.
Therefore, early alchemists not only associated themselves with Hermes, but also — like the

Orphics — with the Mysteries of Dionysos.
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In Hellenic times, Aion became the god of Time or Eternity, probably based on Plato’s
interpretation of “Aion” in the Timaeus as “Eternity.”*®? L. Couloubaritsis estimates in his article
“La Notion d’Aion chez Héraclite” that Plato reversed the original meaning of “Aion” by making
it a condition of chronos or chronological time. Couloubaritsis bases himself on a text of
Euripides, where he says that “’L’Aion enfant du Temps (chronou), et Moira engendrent
beaucoup de vicissitudes.”®  Or, “Aion [Eternity], child of Time (Chronos), and Moira
[Destiny] generate (or breed) many successive alterations.” Couloubaritsis claims that the term
“aion” was probably first used in Homer’s Iliad meaning, “vital force” or “life,” and later in
Heraclitus and Empedocles, meaning more “the life-time of a thing.” Significant to our later
discussions on Aion, Culoubaritsis points to Nietzsche’s interpretation of Heraclitus fragment,
(see also Diels nr. 52), where Heraclitus says: Awwv 7moig 0Tt moul®V TECGELOV TOLSOG M)
Bactinm.'® Covering the destructive side of the Greek, Couloubaritsis translates the fragment
as : “Aidn est un enfant qui joue en déplagant les pions: la royauté d’une enfant.”*® Brooks
Haxton, a contemporary translator of the Heraclitan fragments, gives the following interpretation:

“Time is a game played beautifully by children,”*® totally ignoring Heraclitus’ use of the verb

2 <6 2 <C 9 ¢C.

pipto, meaning “to fall down from a higher point,” “to fall to pieces,” “to collapse,” “to go

29 <6

down,” “to be destroyed,” or “to be ruined.” Another possibility, however, could be: “The child
Aion amuses himself with the destructive game of a king.” That is, like ancient kings who held
the power to create and destroy at a whim, Aion, as the vital-force of time, plays the same “game”
with humanity.

According to Nietzsche, in Philosophy in the Tragic Age of the Greeks, for Heraclitus,
“Die Welt ist das Spiel des Zeus, oder physikalischer ausgedriikt, des Feuers mit sich selbst, das
Eine ist nur in diesem Sinne zugleich das Viele —.”*8" Couloubaritsis explains that “L’Ai6n est,
pour Nietzsche, cela méme qui joue le fond, le feu avec lui-méme, qui I’assemble et le
métamorphose, qui donne vie et mort. Par cette prise de position, il met en chemin tout un

mouvement de pensée, qui prétend dépasser la métaphysique.”'® That is to say, Nietzsche
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believes that Aion is the equivalent of the Stoic “Zeus,” or the creative primal fire that is to be
found at the center of all existence. For Aion/Zeus, reality is a game of destruction and creation,
of perpetual change and transfiguration, of conferring life and death. Nietzsche’s understanding
of Aion as the Chthonic Zeus, who was also strongly associated with the Orphic Dionysos-
Zagreus, will be important for our later discussion of Nietzsche’s own “spirituality.” Ironically,
Nietzsche believed that his position of asserting a foundationless foundation of reality, i.e. based
on Aion/Dionysos’ playful mode of thoughtless cyclical creation and destruction of the universe,
was not metaphysical. As such, Couloubaritsis claims that Nietzsche tried to return to a meaning
closer to Homer, who associates “aion” with “psyche,” as a vital-force (Cf. lliad 16, 453).
Therefore, Nietzsche interpreted the “Heraclitan Logos,” i.e. Aion, within the logical
framework of the metamorphosis or transfiguration of fire, which infinitely gathers together and
disperses, like a child’s but also artist’s game. For like fire, only the artist and the child can

“innocently” create and destroy. Couloubaritsis explains:

C’est ainsi que se jeu, c’est I’Aidn que le joue avec lui-méme. Comme un enfant, qui, au bord de
la mer, éléve et détruit des tas de sable et recommence de temps a autres son jeu, par le besoin qui
force I’artiste de créer, par cet instinct du jeu sans cesse réveille qui ‘appelle au jour des mondes
nouveaux’, de méme le feu se transforme en terre et eau et produit le multiple, la multiplicité des
choses en devenir. Bref, jeu créateur sans régles ou plutdt selon ses propres regles intrinseques
gui ne sont pas conformes a un principe de raison, le devenir héraclitéen se déploie comme un
jeu.189

Nietzsche probably based his interpretation of the Heraclitan fragment as an analogy of reality
with the “building sandcastles” on the verb, pipto (mzzew), whose definition we gave above. That
is to say, Nietzsche sees his supposedly “foundationless” Aionic Reality as a game of creation
and destruction. It is like the child’s innocent or amoral play of building sand castles, which are
built only to be washed away again by the incessant movement of the ocean’s waves or the
child’s foot. In such an understanding of Reality, where there are no rules that could conform to a
universal principle of reason, there is only Will. Unless one wants to be washed away like one of
the “royal child’s” sandcastles, then, one must make oneself equal to the Will of the royal child,
that is, to that of Dionysos/Aion. That Nietzsche, and via Nietzsche, Carl Jung both identified
with “Aion,” will become clearer in later chapters, shedding light on their understanding of

divinity and divinization.
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ii. The Divinizing Aionic Vision

How ancient Hermeticists -- who were strongly influenced by both Stoic materialism and Platonic
idealism, whose ideal forms were the really real --,*° actually understood union with God/Aion is
hard to know for sure. The previous sections, where we discussed Gnostic union with the primal
man, give us a good idea. However, how ancient Hermeticists interpreted union with God/Aion
was not necessarily how the early Renaissance Hermeticists understood it and surely not how
later Enlightenment and Romantic Hermeticists understood it. C. H. Dodd has attempted to
explain that for the ancient Hermeticists, knowledge of God and not merely knowledge about
Him was salvific. This is because, the Gnostic Hermeticists believed that only “like could
comprehend like.” That is why the Divine Mind or the unbounded Poimandres says to Hermes in
Xl, 20 that he must become like God, i.e. like the primal Poimandres, who presented himself as
the infinitely expansive “mind of sovereignty,” in order to be able to receive the necessary
salvific knowledge. In this context, becoming like God is clearly a mental exercise of the

imaginary type. Mind or Poimandres explains to Hermes:

See what power you have, what quickness! So you must think of god in this way, as having
everything — the cosmos, himself the universe — like thoughts within himself. Thus, unless you
make yourself equal to god, you cannot understand god; like is understood by like. Make
yourself grow to immeasurable immensity, outleap all body, outstrip all time, become eternity [or
the eternal being, i.e. Aion] and you will understand God. Having conceived that nothing is
impossible to you, consider yourself immortal and able to understand everything, all art, all
learning, the temper of every living thing. Go higher than every height and lower than every
depth. Collect in yourself all the sensations of what has been made, of fire and water, dry and
wet; be everywhere at once, on land, in the sea, in heaven; be not yet born, be in the womb, be
young, old, dead, beyond death. And when you have understood all these at once — times, places,
things, qualities, quantities — then you can understand god. (CH, XI, 20)

Mind/Poimandres tells Hermes that he must become like the eternal being, i.e. Eternity, which
became to be understood as the “deity” Aion. Dodd says that under the influence of Platonic
dualism, the Hermeticists conceived of a noumenal world that is transcendent and eternal. It is
the archetype of the phenomenal world. The Hermetic gnostic would want to have access to this
world in order to achieve the necessary saving gnosis. However, given their attempt to fuse
Platonism with Stoicism, like the Stoics, they also conceived of God impersonally as power and
energy. They believed that “God” communicated with the world through rays of this power and
energy, performing like the Stoic world-soul. Nevertheless, in order to solve the antinomy
between the more personalized system of Platonic archetypes and the impersonal system of the

Stoics, Dodd claims that they also conceived of Aion -- who became conflated with the eternal
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primal man --, as an intermediary entity between God and the world.’®* This explains to some
extent why God is conceived simultaneously as more impersonal Mind, Will, Cosmos, Energy,
etc., but also as Poimandres, Anthropos and Aion, etc. This intermediary role is clear in CH, XI,
2, where Mind or God tells Hermes:

Hear how it is with god and the universe, my child. God, eternity [i.e. Aion], cosmos, time,
becoming. God makes eternity [i.e. Aion]; eternity [i.e. Aion] makes the cosmos; the cosmos
makes time; time makes becoming. The essence (so to speak) of god [the good, the beautiful,
happiness,] wisdom; the essence of eternity [i.e. Aion] is identity; of the cosmos, order; of time,
change; of becoming, life and death. (CH, XI, 2)

Dodd says, “If the equivocation of the term be allowed for, then the statement that the worshipper
must himself become an ‘acon’ is intelligible. The doctrine is then clear: Ai®v mediates between
God and the world; by becoming an aicv, by identifying himself with Ai®v, man knows God.”*%2
Dodd says, however, that we should not think that the ancient Hermetic worshipper believed that
they literally became the “primal man.” They must have understood union with Aion in the
Platonic sense, that is, symbolically. Nevertheless, as we will see, Aion did eventually become
hypostasized as a Hermetic/alchemical deity. Later Hermeticists in the Renaissance and after the
Reformation, however, began to interpret identification with Aion less symbolically and more
literally. This more literal interpretation is concomitant with the breakdown of the ancient and
medieval symbolic realm after the iconoclasm of the Reformation.

In order to become the god “Aion,” or immortal, Mahé says that the ancient Gnostic
Hermeticist built upon the idea of correspondences. He imagined the three worlds, God, cosmos
and humanity fitting together like concentric circles. The method depended on the Hermetic
aphorism: “God is in Himself, the cosmos is in God, man is in the cosmos” (DH vii, 7), and on
the belief in universal sympathy or the law of correspondences.”® Since the energies of the
human soul are supposedly in sympathy with the energies of the planets and stars, these can be
used to attract divine energy into oneself and to see God.'** Mahé then points to the earlier
mentioned revelatory text in CH, XIII, 7. Because the structure is so important, we recall that in
this text, Tat first questions Hermes about “being born again.” (Cf. CH XIII, 1). Tat demands that
his father clearly explain to him how to be born again. Hermes tells him that his own re-birth in
the Mind of God occurred in a vision, during an “out-0f-body experience.” Thereafter, he was

no longer as he appeared to be, i.e. a mere mortal. (Cf. CH XIII, 3). Tat tells his father that he is
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going mad, and demands that Hermes tell him who is the “progenitor of rebirth.” Hermes tells
him that it is the primal man (CH XIlIlI, 4), who in Hermetism was understood to be the
“unbounded being” Poimandres, introduced in CH, I, but also as “Aion” (CH, XIII, 20). Hermes
says that one must be empowered (like primal man) in order to understand “birth in God.” In CH
X111, 7, Hermes tells his son how to achieve the Aionic vision, which leads to re-birth in God,
functioning something like an incarnation of the anima mundi.

Mahé says that in order to prepare, one must begin to get used to feeling the
omnipresence of the spirit in space and time. Referring back to CH XI, 19, he says that the
Hermetic adept must learn how to command his spirit to take part in astral travel. Although
ordinary people are unable to do this, thanks to the Hermetic adept’s power of the imagination, he
imagines himself as being omnipresent himself. Then, Mahé points to CH XI, 20, already
mentioned, showing how the structure of the Corpus Hermeticum itself is initiatic.

Mahé says that through mental exercises, which also implies a temporary form of mental
imbalance or insanity (Cf. CH XIII, 6), one can make the experience one’s own. However, the
adept must first be initiated through the mystery of rebirth described in the Gnostic Discourse on
the Eighth and the Ninth. The adept works his way up through the spheres to the tenth sphere, or
the dekas (decad) the level of the Unborn God, who is also called agennetos. He is the eternal
primal man, the aeon of aeons, who is simultaneously one and ten, a cryptographic reference to
the name Aion itself. In numerology, alpha is equal to the Greek number one, and jota is equal to
the number ten, while the last two letters of his name, i.e. “on” mean, “He who is.”

At the end of the vision Mahé says that one sees oneself in the Cosmic Mind® (see also
CH, XIII, 13) and becomes co-equal to Aion. The priest-magician ends with a formula to the
goddess of magic and the moon Selene,'®’ Helios’ sister, or to Hecate, a similar goddess of night
and magic, who we will discuss in more detail later. At the end of the formula, supposedly, one
realized that one’s nature was like the primal man’s (i.e. Aion’s), that is, eternal and divine. In
western spiritualities, which have been strongly influenced by Hermetism, including modern

forms of self-divinization, this structural scheme is often repeated, although somewhat mutated.

2. The Magical Assistant: the Parhedros
As suggested, to become conscious of the fact that one is already divine requires assistance. For

example, we saw in CH, I, Hermes initially needed the assistance of the divine being,
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“Poimandres,” who initiated him in the mysteries of the eighth and the ninth. Jan Bremmer in his
article on “Magic in the Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles,” points out that “magicians were
traditionally believed to be accompanied by a ‘demon’ that helped them perform their magic, the
so-called parhedros,”®® or magical assistant, a concept found in the Papyri graecae magicae
(PGM) or the Greek Magical Papyri. The PGM is a name given to a body of texts containing
practical magical spells, formula, hymns and rituals, which originated from Graeco-Roman Egypt
somewhere around the second century BC up to the fifth century AD, and can be categorized as
technical Hermetica.'®®

Anna Scibilia shows in her article “Supernatural Assistance in the Greek Magical
Papyri” that the parhedros obtained by the magician was an “entity,” or “deity,” “specifically
defined as ‘assistant of the great god’ and therefore subordinated to a powerful deity, with whom
he has to accomplish the tasks assigned to him.” The texts are addressed to archidaimones or
“chief daimons” but also to Aion.?® The texts show the hierarchical nature of the magical
worldview and the chthonic entities populating it.2°* These demons, gods (deities) or deceased
spirits assisted the magician in magical operations, such as casting a spell, foretelling the future,
exorcising a spirit, etc.

A magician obtained his parhedros by participating in rituals that presented him to the
divinity as an equal.?®> The assistant could appear to the magus in different forms, “as a divine
being in human form,” like an angelos or a Nepthtys, an Egyptian name for a domestic
goddess.?®® Sometimes the parhedros is introduced in the form of a deity like Eros, or sexual
attraction,?* who is also identified as a daimon or a “divine being.”?® Sometimes, the parhedros

would appear in the form of a physical object,?® or as an evil spirit (kakodaimon) or as a good
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spirit (Agathos Daimon). Socrates, in Plato’s Phaedrus (242B), interpreted his daimon as a kind
of “inner voice” or “guardian angel,” which restrained him from doing wrong.?®’

According to Scibilia, the Papyri reveal that the desire of the magical operator was to
obtain power, or a “kind of omnipotence that allowed him to act on all cosmic levels.”?®
Through the parhedros, a magus could achieve the objects of his desires, which he would be
unable to achieve were it not for daimonic assistance. The parhedros offered the magus his own
divine power to “kill and destroy,” but also furnished medicines or remedies (pharmakon) for
recovery. Moreover, the parhedros had knowledge or gnosis that the magus needed to save
himself. Hence, the parhedros was a practical vehicle for temporary salvation from death. As we
will see, the contemporary New Age practice of channeling angels or Ascended Masters mirrors

this Pre-Christian scheme.

3. Magical Friendship
In pre-Christian Antiquity, it was generally believed that the great mass of humanity — except the

magus or god — was destined to obscurity in Hades. According to Jules Gross in The Divinization
of the Christian according to the Greek Fathers, “after the incineration of the body, the psyche —
an ephemeral shade or vapor, which, though devoid of strength, is nevertheless ‘like the perfect
image of the person and of one’s bodily configuration’ — descends into Hades, which never
releases its prey.”?® This belief is reflected in the Old Testament, where the dead are called
“shades” (rephaim) and descend into Sheol, sometimes understood as the “Pit.” This description
bears similarities to the archaic understanding of Hades found, for example, in Homer.2°

The aim of most people was to somehow escape the dreary destiny of Hades. Hades or
Sheol was a fate that all wanted to avoid, and magic was believed to be a method that postponed
this fate, at least temporarily. For many, the Mystery Religions provided comfort that initiates
would not only be granted immortality in the next life, but also a better existence than the
uninitiated in Hades.?!* They were not liberated from subterranean gloom, but were promised
that their future existence would be less gloomy than the uninitiated. As will become clear,

alchemy as well as Gnostic and Hermetic magic are soteriological systems that are structurally

207 Arcana Mundi, 171.

208 «“Supernatural Assistance in the Greek Magical Papyri,” The Metamorphosis of Magic from Late Antiquity to the
Early Modern Period, 79

209 Jules Gross, The Divinization of the Christian according to the Greek Fathers, trans. Paul A. Onica (Anaheim: A &
C Press, 2002) 13.

210 John W. Cooper, Body, Soul & Life Everlasting: Biblical Anthropology and the Monism-Dualism Debate (Grand
Rapids: Wm B. Eerdmans Publishing, 2000) 52-54.

211 The Divinization of the Christian, 21.

57



analogous to that of the Mystery Religions and historically related.?*?> As ancient forms of
solipsistic self-divinization, the fate of the individual alchemist and magician were slightly better
than the initiate of the Mystery Religions. In order to increase one’s chances of a better after-life,
one might participate in several Mystery cults as well as practice magic and even alchemy. The
annihilation of individual identity was postponed by allowing the ancient magus to ascend to
higher spheres of existence.

That is to say Being, which was considered to be a monistic Totality, was not split open
or dramatically changed as it is in traditional Christianity, but was expanded and distanced from
Hades, by stacking up consecutive layers of existence on top of each other. Since reality was
considered to be an enclosed Totality, theoretically, there was no real difference between the
higher celestial spheres and Hades. One just had the impression that one was “distancing” oneself
from the final impersonal destiny of every living human being, but this impression was an
illusion.

According to the PGM, at death, the magus will not go to Hades, “to which man was
originally directed,” but will attain an “aerial perspective on the afterlife.” That is, in order to
acquire the power to be released from the destiny that awaits everyone, death or Hades, one must
be able to gain knowledge, gnosis, from those who have achieved the same. Through magical
rituals and sacrifices to the deity,?*® the magician becomes as much an initiate (mystés) as a priest
of his own Mystery (mystérion). The magician practices sacred magic (hiera magia), which is his
religion.?* The magus is the priest of his own salvation and divinization, offering sacrifices to
the deity, not excluding himself.

The magus must sacrifice to the deity, because the magus could not achieve his goals
alone. Therefore, he sought an exclusive and personal relationship, even “friendship” with the
entity in question, because through participation in the entity’s divine nature, the magus would be
deified. This might be related to a passage in CH, X, 21 that the human mind, which we saw is
the human’s source of divinity, becomes a demon “in order to serve god.” Hugh Parry says in
Thelxis, that the magician projected his or her own “violently erotic feelings” and desires onto the
“god” or “deity.”? Through this projection, the magus became “one” or was united with the

“god” in question. The oaths made during the rituals were permanent and “assumed the
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characteristics of a real pact.”?® Thereafter, the magus could be called the “friend of aerial
spirits.”?’ Even though the magician was primarily concerned with obtaining material benefits,
Scabilia emphasizes that the “daimonic friendship” was considered to be a salutary communion

or communio salutaris.?!®

Such is the effect of the apothanastismos, the directions how one can become immortal and pass
through the heavens. The magician thus acquires a special destiny with a different perspective, as
the spell tells him: ‘you will be [worshipped] as a god since you have a god as a friend’ (190-
191). However the magos acquires this ulterior destiny only by applying a spell that forces the
divinity to act. It is not an autonomous decision of the divinity, but, on the contrary, a surrender
to the epanankoi logoi, ‘spells of coercion’, of the person who has united his nous, ‘mind’, to the
divine spirit. This ritual, then, can be considered as the most interesting example of a symbolic
ritual of death and rebirth. The magical power that the magos acquires does not, in the end, effect
his definitive transformation, since he continues to need his parhedros, without whom he would
be no more than a common mortal.?®

Within the framework of hermetic magic, divinization was the ultimate goal of the magician, and
implied the ability to achieve one’s ultimate desires, that is, to save oneself. In order to be able to
achieve one’s desires, one needed to develop one’s personality as a “magical operator” or
manipulator. The practice of magic is a gnosis of how to manipulate the desires of the gods and
humans. The ultimate desire was, of course, liberation from the common human destiny, i.e.
death, Hades or “life in the shades,” into “immortality” in the aerial abodes. However,
immortality was not a gift that one received, but a state that one took by means of coercion and

manipulation of the will of the daimon through magical formulas and rituals. Scibilia says that:

In general, the sphere of magic is qualified by power, the power to equally attract, manipulate and
use for its own ends spells and recipes -- in short substances that would remain inactive if
deprived of supernatural activation. The magician wishes to achieve knowledge and in order to
obtain it, he often has to persuade divinities to assist him in reaching his own ends. The fact that
in the corpus of papyri magic operates through ‘coercion’ can be considered as a unifying
element. The presence of ‘coercive’ elements needs no other justification than the real needs of
the operator.??°
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Therefore, daimonic “friendship” was a form of union, or systasis, which implied a reciprocal
relationship of a certain type. According to the late Samson Eitrem, “A good illustration of the
sophisticated etiquette of ‘union’ with the divinity (systasis) is provided by a partially hexametric
invocation of Helios-Apollo that solemnly apostrophizes the god’s soothsaying laurel. A systasis
with the Moon completes this consecration of the dream-bringing night.”??* This union was not a

9

union between “lovers,” as is clear from the Greek. ZXvotacig means a “struggle with wild
beasts” as in the “gathering of a pack of wolves” or “permanence.”??? In this sense, both wills are

permanently bound to each other through a reciprocal relationship of struggle and competition.

B. The Picatrix
1. Historical Background to the Picatrix
Previously, we mentioned the book of so-called demonic magic, the Picatrix and the possibility

of Ficino and Pico’s dependence on it for developing their theories on magic. The Picatrix was
probably first written in Arabic somewhere in the twelfth century by someone of Sabean
influence, under the title Ghayat Al-Hakim (The Goal of the Wise). It was extremely popular
during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. A Spanish version was written very early on, before
the Spanish king Alphonse the Wise commissioned a Latin version in 1256.22 According to
Tamara M. Green in The City of the Moon God: Religious Traditions of Harran, the Ghayat Al-
Hakim was probably written in the city of Harran.??* This city was known in the Bible as the
hometown of Abraham’s father, Terah (Gen 11:31), and Jacob went there to get his wives Leah
and Rachael (Gen 28 and 29). Today, the ancient site of the city is located close to the Turkish
town Urfa. Green says that:

The Picatrix is a mélange drawn from a number of Arabic works on various aspects of the
Hermetic tradition, including those of Jabir, and following that tradition, seeks in the opening
chapter to establish a ‘philosophical’ basis for the practice of various sorts of theurgistic magic.
... And every aspect of magic, both theoretical and practical, depends on this interrelatedness of
the terrestrial and celestial; theoretical magic concerns itself with the knowledge of the heavens,
while the practical deals with the materiality of nature.?

The Picatrix, as a practical guidebook on various magical procedures, explains how to make

magical talismans by using lists of magical images, such as the 36 decans (as divine beings, gods

221 Samson Eitrem, “Dreams and Divination in Magical Ritual,” Magika Hiera: Ancient Greek Magic and Religion, ed.
Christopher A. Faraone and Dirk Obbink (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991) 177.

222 Cf, ed. William F. Arndt and F. Wilbur Gingrich, Walter Bauer’s Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and
Other Early Christian Literature (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1979, 2™ ed.) 794-795.

223 Béatrice Bakhuche, Frédéric Fauquier and Brigitte Pérez-Jean, “Introduction,” Picatrix: Un Traité de Magie
Médiéval (Turnhout: Brepols, 2003) 5.

224 Tamara M. Green, The City of the Moon God: Religious Traditions of Harran, Religions in the Graeco-Roman
World (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1992) 188, 191, 213.

225 The City of the Moon God, 186.

60



or demons)??® and their corresponding zodiacal signs.??” Although the terms are often used
interchangeably, according to The Dictionary of the Esoteric, a talisman is “a magical object, like
a charm, which is worn to attract good fortune. The talisman is often inscribed with the god-
name or image of a supernatural power believed to bring good luck to the person wearing it.”??
An amulet, however, is “a small object, worn or carried as a protection against misfortune or
evil” (Italics mine). Amulets can be anything from a rabbit’s foot to something more
ornamented.??® In the Picatrix, the practice of the occult art of making talismans is placed within
a Neoplatonic and hermetic framework.?® Saturn, after the Sun, plays the most important role as
a planetary deity. “The preparation of the sacrifice of a bull in his honor is given special
prominence,”?! indirectly connecting Hermetism to the Mysteries of Dionysos. The sacrifice of
a bull might also be related to the Egyptian Apis, who was the symbol of the god Osiris.
Nevertheless, given the similar nature of their deaths, he was related to Dionysos in the
Hellenistic period.

The Picatrix also contains many similarities to the Corpus Hermeticum, especially
Asclepius 37, where it discusses how humans have discovered the divine nature and how the
ancient Egyptians learned the art of making gods. Supposedly, they drew power or energy out of
natural matter and then combined it with the souls of demons; thereafter they implanted them into
statues that resembled the gods of the Mystery Cults.?®? This is, of course, the same procedure for
making talismans. In the Picatrix, it claims to “contain a lost knowledge retrieved from a hidden
past,”?® as well as to transmit important knowledge from philosophers like Aristotle and Plato,
but also the physics of the Presocratic philosopher, Empedocles, whom we will discuss more at
length in the next chapter. It takes over his four-fold division of reality as fire, air (aither), water

and earth,?** and his magical play of sympathy/attraction and antipathy/repulsion in the form of

226 According to Yates, the “decans” were really Egyptian sidereal (star) gods, which had been fused with Chaldean
astrology and then connected to the Greek Zodiac. Commenting on a text from CH, III, Yates says: “The decans
appear here as powerful divine or demonic forces, close to the circle of the All, and above the circles of the Zodiac and
the planets and operating on things below either directly through their children or sons, the demons, or through the
intermediary of planets.” Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition, 47.

227 Gjordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition, 53.

228 The Dictionary of the Esoteric, 300.

229 The Dictionary of the Esoteric, 11.

230 “Introduction,” Picatrix: Un Traité de Magie Médiéval, 8-9.

231 The City of the Moon God, 214.

232 Hermetica, Asclepius, [37], 89-90. “What we have said of mankind is wondrous, but less wondrous than this: it
exceeds the wonderment of all wonders that humans have been able to discover the divine nature and how to make
it....”

233 The City of the Moon God, 186.

234 Trans. Béatrice Bakhuche, Frédéric Fauquier and Brigitte Pérez-Jean, Picatrix: Un Traité de Magie Médiéval
(Turnhout: Brepols, 2003), or Picatrix, II, 8, 3: “Voila pourquoi je dis que la chaleur, la froideur, I’humidité et la
sécheresse sont semblables au feu, a 1’air, a I’eau et a la terre, qui sont divisés en nombreuses parties par les sens et
Pintellect.”
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Love and Hate respectively.s It would have indeed been very easy for Ficino to derive his
theory of erotic magic from the Picatrix and, ultimately, from Empedocles via the Stoics.

As in Romanic Idealism and New Age, in the Picatrix, God and the World are
perspectives of the One Divine Mind. God is not “Other” to Creation, as in traditional Christian
theism. “Man is a little world reflecting the great world of the cosmos, but through his intellect
he can raise himself above the seven heavens.”?® However, it is only the human being, as
microcosm of the macrocosm, who practices science, in Latin, or philosophy, in Greek. Only the
human being can attain perfection, which is a synonym for the attainment of knowledge, and
ascend through the celestial spheres. In this context, the goal of philosophy is to provide a
theoretical basis (i.e. a paradigm or worldview) to become a magical operator, or effective
personality. This will in turn allow the magus to develop the power to intellectually ascend
through the spheres. In the Picatrix, only a philosopher-magician, who has been endowed with
the power of reason and intellect, can be truly called a human being. Those who are not endowed
with reason and intellect are considered to be less than human and are the “raw material” of
Nature, so to speak. Men and women, who do not have the intellectual capacity to study
philosophy and magic, are handicapped or ignorant in some way, are merely human beings in
appearance. The Picatrix asserts:

Et celui-la est parfait qui atteint le dernier degré de la science et qui honore et aime ces degrés de
la science. De tels hommes sont appelés philosophes en grec; en latin en revanche, ils sont
compris comme amants de la science. Celui qui ne pratique pas les sciences est imparfait et
d’une faible autorité, et, par conséquent, ne doit étre appelé homme que par le nom, I’apparence
et la figure de I’homme. Il a d’abord été donné a I’homme d’étudier les sciences qui permettent
de connaitre la nature de I’homme en soi et qu’il est lui-méme un microcosme semblable au
macrocosme, qu’il est un corps achevé, avec un esprit rationnel, un corps doué¢ d’ame et de
raison, qu’il est quelque chose de séparé, avec ces trois esprits, de toutes les choses du monde et
de tous les animaux en tant qu’il est capable de connaissance parce que les hommes peuvent
appréhender les faits contingents, déterminer ce qui n’est pas vrai, et s’ intéresser a ce qui est dans
le monde et ce qui sera appréhendé en tout lieu (du monde naturellement) par leur science et leur
intellect, et retenir par leur force et leur puissance ce qu’ils entendent. Et par 1a, ’homme voit
dans son intellect ce qui peut arriver dans la journée, et dans I’homme, c’est-a dire dans un
microcosme, ce qui est ssmblable aussi au macrocosme dont il est I’image dans sa forme et dans
les caractéristiques qu’on trouve en lui. Il est semblable aux animaux par tous les caractéres
naturels, et il est séparé des animaux par son art et ses sciences.?*’

Like most Hermetic materials, the Picatrix does not see a division between philosophy and
formal magic, but sees philosophy as the necessary background to magic. This explains

somewhat why New Agers want a paradigm change from traditional Christian theism to esoteric

235 “Introduction,” Picatrix: Un Traité de Magie Médiéval, 10.
236 Cf, Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition, 51.
237 pjcatrix, |, 6, 1.
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holism. In the Picatrix, magic is the natural and logical conclusion of philosophy,?®® and its
crowning glory is necromancy,?® which is the divination of the future through communication
with the dead spirits, demons or a parhedros. In contemporary language the practice of
necromancy is structurally similar to the practice of spiritism or New Age channeling, although
the New Ager would not consider that he is in communication with a spirit of the dead. As we
saw above in our discussion of the magical assistant, or the parhedros, for the practicing
magician, necromancy is a totally amoral technique or tool to achieve his goals. It is merely a
tool to be used by either a good or evil magus. From the perspective of the magus, there is
nothing intrinsically evil about magic, or trying to bend the will of “the others” to one’s own will,
only the final intention of the magus is determinative. According to the Picatrix, “philosophy” is
a necessary step that the magus must take for the practice of formal magic as well as the moral
“guarantee” that only “good” magicians practice it.?*> Despite the discussion of morality, the
Picatrix is full of instructions on how to make destructive talismans to destroy cities and persons
or to poison wells and waterways.?*! The magician of the Picatrix was not a dilettante. He needed
a profound knowledge of all the various medieval sciences, like mathematics, geometry, physics,
astronomy -- used to plan astrological charts -- as wells as music, the science of proportions, etc.
to practice his trade and achieve salvation.?*?

2. The Talismanic Solar City on the Mountain of the Moon: Adocentyn
Another important aspect of the Picatrix, which would have an effect on especially later

Renaissance magi, is its description of a legendary talismanic city called Adocentyn, where men
are versed in ancient sciences, especially astronomy. This idea of an ancient city with its sun
temple on Mountain of the Moon, founded by Hermes,?** would live on through ideas propagated
in Tommaso Campanella’s City of the Sun or Citta del Sole. Clearly, the text alludes to the
Egyptian Ennead of Heliopolis, or the City of the Sun, but one that has also been equally
influenced by Hebrew imagery. According to the Picatrix, the Chaldean magi passed on the
information that Hermes “a d’abord construit une maison de talismans avec lesquels il connaissait
le volume du Nil face au Mont de la Lune; c’est 1a qu’il a fait la maison du Soleil.” According to

the medieval document, Hermes built the city upon a model of something like the heavenly

238 “Introduction,” Picatrix: Un Traité de Magie Médiéval, 6.

239 “Introduction,” Picatrix: Un Traité de Magie Médiéval, 7.

240 “Introduction,” Picatrix: Un Traité de Magie Médiéval, 8.

241 Picatrix, 11, 9, 7: For example: “Pour attirer le malheur sur le lieu de ton choix et pour qu’il ne soit jamais habité.
Fais ces figures sur une lame de plomb avec un crane de porc, au jour et a I’heure de Saturne, quand le deuxiéme décan
du Capricorne et a I’ascendant et que Saturne s’y trouve aussi; place la lame dans le lieu que tu veux voir dépeuplé. La
force mauvaise de Saturne se répandra en lui, et il ne sera jamais habité, tant que la lame y restera...”

242 “Introduction,” Picatrix: Un Traité de Magie Médiéval, 9 ; See also Picatrix, IV, 5, 1.

243 pjcatrix 1V, 3, 1.
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Jerusalem, which contained a special tree that produced all kinds of fruits. This is a clear allusion
to the Tree in the original paradisiacal garden of Genesis, revealing some sort of Jewish or
Christian influence.

This passage in the Picatrix is related by allusion and association to three important
passages in the Asclepius. The first is Asclepius 26, where it speaks of the passing of the senility
of the “old age” and the restitution of the Egyptian religion, but also Asclepius 272 as well as the
famous “god-making passage” in Asclepius 37.2* The Picatrix speaks about how Hermes made
spirits enter into the animal forms that guarded each cardinal gate of the city, who were then able
to speak. After the destruction of the “old” and the subsequent restoration of the “new” and
“higher” version of the Egyptian religion, it claims that “powers and effects of other gods,”
probably meaning the planetary deities or decans, “will be distributed through all things that are.”
Thanks to a magical lighthouse that radiates a different color on each day of the week, and special
talismans that Hermes had placed throughout the city, the city’s magical solar priests are able to
regulate the virtues and vices of all of all of the inhabitants. “Tout autour de la cité, il disposa des
talismans divers et de toutes sortes, dont la vertu rendait les habitants vertueux, pur de toute

infamie et de mauvaises langueurs.”?4

244 Hermetica, Asclepius [27], 83. “The one who dispenses <life,> whom we call Jupiter [Zeus], occupies the place
between heaven and earth. But Jupiter Plutonius [Chthonic Zeus, or Dionysos] rules over earth and sea, and it is he
who nourishes mortal things that have soul and bear fruit. The powers of these gods invigorate crops, trees and soil,
but powers and effects of other gods will be distributed through all things that are. The gods who rule the earth will
<withdraw>, and they will be stationed in a city founded at Egypt’s farthest border toward the setting sun, where the
whole race of mortals will hasten by land and sea.”

“But tell me where these gods of yours are now, Trismegistus?”

“Stationed in the great city on the Libyan Mountain. And, for the time being, let that be their story.” (Brackets [ ]
mine).”

245 Hermetica, Asclepius [37], 89-90. “Let us turn again to mankind and reason that divine gift whereby a human is
called a rational animal. What have we said of mankind is wondrous, but less wondrous than this: it exceeds the
wonderment of all wonders that humans have been able to discover the divine nature and how to make it. Our
ancestors once erred gravely on the theory of divinity; they were unbelieving and inattentive to worship and reverence
for god. But then they discovered the art of making gods. To their discovery they added a conformable power arising
from the nature of matter. Because they could not make souls, they mixed this power in and called up the souls of
demons or angels and implanted them in likeness through holy and divine mysteries, whence the idols could have
power to do good and evil.”

246 picatrix, IV, 3, 1. Before this, it states: “C’est lui qui a édifié une cite a I’est de 1'Egypte, d’une longueur de douze
milles, ou il a construit un chateau qui avait quatre portes sur ses quatre cOtés. Sur la porte orientale il a placé une
forme d’aigle; sur la porte occidentale, il a construit la forme d’un taureau, au sud la forme d’un lion et au nord celle
d’un chien. Ily a fait entrer les esprits spirituels qui s’exprimaient en langant des paroles; personne ne pouvait franchir
ses portes sans leur ordre. La il a planté des arbres, au milieu desquels se dressait un grand arbre qui produisait tous les
fruits. Au sommet du chateau, il a fait construire une tour qui atteignait une longueur de trente coudées et au sommet
de laquelle il a place une coupole qui changeait de couleur & chacun des sept jours. A la fin des sept jours, elle
recouvrait la couleur de début. Cette cité, chaque jour, se couvrait de la couleur de la coupole, et ainsi la cité brillait
d’une couleur chaque jour. Tout autour de la tour, il y avait de I’eau en abondance, ou vivaient de nombreuses espéces
de poisons...”
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C. The Influence of the Asclepius
1. World Destruction in Asclepius 26
As discussed, both Ficino and Pico were also indebted to the Asclepius, but also the Picatrix for

their understanding of the human person and the nature of natural magic. As Hermetic texts,
there are certain similarities in how both the Picatrix and the Asclepius understood reality.
Although St. Augustine had warned against the Asclepius, Ficino and Pico ignored his warnings.
Their works served to re-habilitate Hermes and the practice of magic in the eyes of many
Renaissance philosophers and theologians as a noble, even Christian, art.*” However, as time
wore on, it became clearer that the ideas contained in the Hermetica were incompatible with
traditional Christianity. Christianity and magical Hermetism would part their ways, eventually
leading to the process of the secularization of western esotericism, beginning in the
Enlightenment.24®

As suggested earlier, we believe that Asclepius 26 has indirectly helped to concretize the
understanding of a new age in Modernity through its re-habilitation in the Renaissance. Although
a new age is not specifically mentioned in the text, the explicit reference to the passage of the
“old age,” in Latin senectus, implies a dawning of some type of new one. The term senectus
means “old age” but also “senility.” Because reality for Hermeticists is essentially mental,
senectus is an extremely appropriate term, in the sense that when a human person (microcosm)
grows old, his or her mental faculties often deteriorate or degenerate. In this interpretation, just
as the microcosm deteriorates with age, so too the macrocosm deteriorates and must die in order
to be re-born anew. However, in a cyclical understanding of reality, this means that the older age
must not merely “pass away,” but be destroyed so that a new age can emerge out of the ashes of
the old one, again and again. In a traditional Christian understanding, although the microcosm
and macrocosm face deterioration, and although the human person can be considered a
microcosm, they are both sustained and will be rejuvenated by a Creator God, who is not the
macrocosm. Moreover, human and cosmic rejuvenation does not happen over and over again.

Now, however, we quote the passage in full:

247 Gjordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition, 58. Yates states: Marsilio Ficino, who took such extreme care to
present the revival of Plato and Neoplatonism as a movement which could be accorded with Christianity, allowed a
fringe of magic to penetrate into this movement, thus inaugurating those philosophies of the Renaissance in which
magical undercurrents are never far absent. The theory of the prisca theologica, of the piety and antiquity of Hermes
Trismegistus, priscus theologus and magus, offered an excuse for Ficino’s modern philosophical magic. The attraction
of the Asclepius had probably already been exerting its pull in the earlier Renaissance, and when Ficino ... found a new
revelation of the sanctity of Hermes and a confirmation of Lactantius’ high opinion of him as the prophet of the ‘Son of
God’, he felt authorised to adopt the Lactantian view and tried to evade the Augustinian warning. ... We must not
forget that the other prisci theologi, such as Orpheus or Zoroaster, were also Magi, and also authorised by their
antiquity revivals of forms of magic. Yet Hermes Trismegistus is the most important of the prisci magi, from the point
of view of the incorporation of magic with philosophy.”

248 This is an interesting theory suggested by Urszula Szulakowska in The Sacrificial Body and the Day of Doom:
Alchemy and Apocalyptic Discourse in the Protestant Reformation (Leiden: Brill, 2006).
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‘Such will be the old age [senectus] of the world: irreverence, disorder, disregard for everything
good. When all this comes to pass, Asclepius, then the master and father, the god whose power is
primary, governor of the first god, will look on this conduct and these willful crimes, and in an
act of will -- which is god’s benevolence -- he will take his stand against the vices and the
perversion in everything, righting wrongs, washing away malice in a flood or consuming it in fire
or ending it by spreading pestilential disease everywhere. Then he will restore the world to its
beauty of old so that the world itself will again seem deserving of worship and wonder, and with
constant benediction and proclamations of praise the people of that time will honor the god who
makes and restores so great a work. And this will be the geniture of the world: a reformation of
all good things and a restitution, most holy and reverent, of nature itself, reordered in the course
of time (but through an act of will,) which is and was everlasting and without beginning. For
god’s will has no beginning; it remains the same, everlasting in its present state. God’s nature is
deliberation; will is the supreme goodness.’

‘Deliberation <is will>, Trismegistus?’

“Will comes to be from deliberation, Asclepius, and the very act of willing comes from will. God
wills nothing in excess since he is completely full of all things and wills what he has. He wills all
that is good, and he has all that he wills. All things are good that he considers and wills. Such is
god, and the world is his image -- (good) from good.’?*°

The above text has been interpreted by each generation differently. For example, the pious,
intellectualistic Platonic Christian Ficino, faced with the moral decline of Western Christian
culture, would not have interpreted the lament of the passing of the “old age” and the advent of a
“purer” Egyptian religion as St. Augustine had interpreted it. Augustine was still struggling
against the dominance of the magical, animistic worldview of classical Roman Antiquity, within
which the Asclepius was written. St. Augustine quotes from the text in De Civitate Dei, 6, 23,
making it clear that Hermes Trismegistus is not as orthodox as others make him out to be.
Augustine takes the prediction in Asclepius 26 to be a prediction of the Christian overthrow of
paganism. However, although Hermes makes this positive prediction, “he speaks as one who is a
friend to these same mockeries of the demons, and does not clearly express the name of Christ.
On the contrary, he deplores, as if it had already taken place, the future abolition of those things
by the observance of which there was a resemblance of heaven, -- he bears witness to Christianity
by a kind of mournful prophecy.”?® In Contra Faustum Manichaeum, Augustine connects
Hermeticism to the Manicheans, and condemns the writings of Hermes, as well as those of

Orpheus and the Sibyls, due to their promotion of demon worship and idolatry.?!

249 Hermetica, Asclepius [26], 82-83.

250 The City of God, 8, 24, p. 161.

%1 Saint Augustine, “Reply to Faustus the Manichean,” The Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, vol. 1V, ed. Rev.
Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson, trans. Rev. Richard Stothert (Grand Rapids: Wm B. Eerdmans Publishing
Company, reprint 1996) 199, 200, 205, 206. Given the Manichean Heretic Faustus’ high appraisal of the writings, plus
their intimate connection to the Sabeans, it would be interesting to view the Corpus Hermeticum as the way that
heretical Christian gnosticism entered into the “orthodox” Church through the backdoor. See especially, “The City of
God,” 16, p. 23-27.
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For Renaissance pantheists and animists, however, the matter was different. They had
been reared within the dominant theistic worldview that seemed to be coming apart at the seams.
Jacob Burckhardt points out that, long before Ficino, Italy had re-incorporated the pagan mindset
of the Roman Empire into their psyche. By Ficino’s time, the great intellects and despots of Italy
had been striving for almost two centuries to imitate the ancient cultures of Rome and Greece in
all areas of life, such as politics, religion, art and morality, albeit behind a Christian facade.
Perhaps the decay of traditional or medieval Christian culture during the Renaissance, despite the
great intellectual advances, had less to do with traditional Christianity than with the tacit
acceptance of pagan ideals and the desire to imitate late pagan Roman culture? For Ficino,

however, Yates says:

The passing of the holy Egyptian religion is identified with a breaking up of the moral law, and
its eventual restoration with the restoration of morality. The decay of the “religion of the world”
brought with it the decay of ethics and utter moral confusion. Hence the pious and good man
should hope for its promised return, and the lament could begin to look quite differently from the
way Augustine saw it, could begin to seem like an injunction to infuse into a decayed Christianity
something of the Egyptian spirit of piety and morality.??2

Although later philosophers and even recent scholars have tried to interpret Asclepius 26 as
prophesying the “Death of God” or even Christianity, it is clear that the passage concerns the
passing of Greek religion or Hellenism.?* Fowden explains the reception of Asclepius 26 in
relation to Asclepius 24 and 25. “This passage and others similar to it have much impressed
modern commentators, who have concluded that we have to do here with a prophecy of a final
and definitive Goétterddmmerung. In fact it is Egypt whose doom is foretold, while the gods
merely withdraw to heaven, whence they return to earth after its purification by flood, fire or
plague. And even then, when all things will be new, Egypt will still be the true home of the
gods.”®* Like many insular civilizations that are suddenly confronted with a new and more
assertive culture, Egypt did not know how to react and was overwhelmed by the more assertive
Greek culture. Egyptian civilization began to disintegrate and gradually committed, “in varying
degrees, communal suicide.”®® The acceptance of Greek rational philosophy, which was highly

critical of the magico-religious worldview -- a worldview synonymous with the Egyptian one --

252 Gjordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition, 41-42.

253 The Egyptian Hermes, 38-39. Based on the early Church Father Lactantius’ interpretation of the Hermetic texts as
an ancient pre-Christian prophesy concerning the rise of Christianity, we cannot claim that these texts were written
against early Christianity. Fowden, against Mahé, confirms Yates interpretation.

254 The Egyptian Hermes, 40.

255 The Egyptian Hermes, 42.
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helped to undermine the traditional Egyptian value system.?® Therefore, the text should be
understood as a description of the disenchantment of the land through the acceptance of
rationalizing Greek ways after the invasion and subjugation of Egypt by Alexander the Great in
332 BC.%" According to the Egyptian priestly perspective, by accepting the Greek gods, which
included Greek rational religion and nihilism, the Egyptians accepted the destruction of their own
civilization. Given their cyclical understanding of the universe, after a period of destructive
purification, the gods would eventually return to the land.

As stated, the scene was set in Asclepius 24 and 25, where the general deteriorating
situation in Egypt was described. Because the Hellenistic Egyptians rejected the gods, the gods
departed, leaving the country like a desert and tomb. People ceased to marvel at the beauty of the
world and became weary of living, preferring death and destruction. “In their weariness the
people of that time will find the world nothing to wonder at or to worship. This all —a good thing
that never had nor has nor will have its better — will be endangered.”® Garth Fowden translates
the end of the passage with: “will be threatened with destruction.”?® According to the Egyptian
author, who himself displays a strong sense of nihilism, everything would be reversed or inverted,

because the Egyptians’ accepted Greek nihilism. In the period of disintegration, the people:

will prefer shadows to light, and they will find death more expedient than life. No one will look
up to heaven. The reverent will be thought mad, the irreverent wise; the lunatic will be thought
brave, and the scoundrel will be taken for a decent person. Soul and all teachings about soul (that
should begin as immortal or else expects to attain immortality) as | revealed them to you will be
considered not simply laughable but even illusory. But — believe me — whoever dedicates himself
to reverence of mind will find himself facing a capital penalty. They will establish new laws,
new justice. Nothing holy, nothing reverent nor worthy of heaven or heavenly beings will be
heard of or believed in the mind.?®

Although the author gives the impression that Egypt is facing something new, the concept of the
total annihilation of humanity was not new to Egyptian thought. In fact, the Asclepius might be
playing on thoroughly Egyptian motifs in developing its prediction of annihilation. In his article,
“The Hermetic Apocalypse and other Greek Predictions of the End of Religion,” Roelof van den
Broek discusses the pharaonic background of Egyptian apocalyptic texts in relation to the
Asclepius. In the Egyptian literary tradition, most texts follow a similar structure: “a visionary

proclaims to a king that the kingdom and its institutions, the worship of the gods and social

256 The Egyptian Hermes, 81.

257 Lucia Gahlin, Egypt: Gods, Myths and Religion (New York: Barnes & Noble Books, 2002) 7.

258 Hermetica, Asclepius [25], 82.

29 The Egyptian Hermes, 41.

260 Hermetica, Asclepius [25], 82. It is interesting that the author cannot make up his mind whether the soul is
immortal or will become immortal.
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relations will be ruined. Strangers will occupy the land, the natural cycle will be overthrown; the
gods will abandon Egypt, death will be ruling everywhere. But then the gods will send a new
king; the foreigners will be driven out, relations will be restored, the gods will return and be
worshipped again.” Van den Broek points out that the Asclepius’ apocalyptic section follows the
same scheme, except for the fact that it is the gods themselves, not a king, will restore religion.
That is to say, unlike “all other Egyptian apocalyptic texts ... it has no connection with a royal
ideology.” This leads Van den Broek to the conclusion that the Asclepius is therefore describing
the last phases of the aging world, right before the “beginning of a new cosmic cycle.”?! We
suggest, however, that the Asclepius might be following another, older more mythical scheme,

where indeed the gods or god restores order.

2. The Book of the Divine Cow
In a text known as The Book of the Divine Cow, a reference to the mother goddess Hathor, tells of

the near destruction of the human race by Sekhmet, Hathor’s vicious side. Versions of the myth
were found in five pharaonic tombs of the New Kingdom in the Valley of the Kings, located on
the west bank of the Nile at Thebes (ca. 1550-1069 BC). Experts say that the style and language
of the myth, however, point to the Middle Kingdom (ca. 2055-1650 BC). In the myth, the sun
god Re learns that humanity is set to rebel against him. Out of revenge, Re allows Sekhmet to
destroy humanity, but after a day of blood and gore, Re decides that they have learned their
lesson. Sekhmet, however, wants to continue the massacre and must be tricked into stopping.
After getting drunk on beer colored to look like human blood, Sekhmet forgets about her lust for
blood and returns to her more peaceful manifestation.22

In the myth of Hathor, initially, the “highest god” desires the destruction of humanity;
however, the penultimate moment before the deed is accomplished, he changes his mind and
saves it. The “highest god” is simultaneously the one, who instigates the crime against humanity
and the one who saves it from final destruction. From a Girardian perspective, this myth conceals
the existence of a real bloodbath that was too much for the Egyptians to bear. For people captured
by the structures of mythical thinking, the Hathor myth was probably an interpretation of some
actual catastrophe, for which everyone felt responsible, but could not face without descending
again into chaos. We see the ancient rationalization of this type of mythical violence in the Stoic

doctrine of Ekpurosis, on which we will now focus our attention.

%1 R. Van den Broek, “The Hermetic Apocalypse and other Greek Predictions of the End of Religion,” From
Poimandres to Jacob Bohme: Gnosis, Hermetism and the Christian Tradition, ed. Roelof van den Broek (Amsterdam:
In de Pelikaan, 2000) 98-99.
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D. Stoicism and the Stoic Doctrine of Ekpurosis
1. Stoic Cosmology
As stated, the Hermetica, which includes the Asclepius and the Picatrix, contains strains of Stoic

doctrine and Presocratic thought. As we saw, Ficino’s doctrine of spiritus or pneuma, in the De
vita coelitus comparanda, was one of the most influential documents for the Renaissance theory
of magic, although later magicians would adapt or “strengthen” it by adding their own more
powerful magic. Ficino did not derive his theory from Plotinus, but from the Asclepius, the
Picatrix and ultimately from the Stoics, whose thought is embedded therein.

In Antiquity, the works of the Stoics Zeno of Citium (336/5-264/3 BC) and Chrysippus
(281/278-208/205 BC) were the springboard for operations in practical magic.?®® Jack Lindsay in
The Origins of Alchemy in Graeco-Roman Egypt points out that the Stoics developed their ideas
amidst the breakdown of the city-state and the imposition of Alexander the Great’s kingship.
They attempted to accept the new situation by suppressing the importance of the individual.
However, their denial of this importance, of the inherent dignity of each individual human being,
actually drove them deeper into themselves. This is the origin of the development their “ethic of
self-sufficiency, endurance, and apatheia,”?* which helped them to cope with daily life.

For the most part, the Stoics adhered to a type of sophisticated materialism or naturalism,
conceiving “God” as conscious Nature, an idea which would later be adapted by Giordano Bruno
and Baruch Spinoza.®®  God was “a living being,” but not “a personal deity external to Nature,”
even though they often evoked the name Zeus. In Stoicism, John Sellers states that the Stoic
version of materialism did not need “to refer to anything outside Nature in order to account for
Nature’s movement and order. While remaining naturalists, they conceive Nature as a living
being that organizes and regulates itself. Their cosmology has thus been described as a
‘cosmobiology’ (Hahm 1977: 136).” Ilya Prigogine’s theory of self-organization and James
Lovelock’s “Gaia hypothesis,” which envision nature as a self-regulating system, are perhaps
contemporary versions of the Stoic understanding of Nature. For example, these modern versions
of Stoic naturalism have been accepted by some New Agers as scientific proof for the “holistic
worldview.2%

The Stoics took many of their major cosmological doctrines from the Presocratics,
especially Empedocles and Heraclitus, who believed that fire was the basic world-substance, but

they also borrowed from Plato and Aristotle.?®” According to Frederick Copleston, for the Stoics,
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“God is the active Fire (mup texvikov) which is immanent in the universe (mvevpa dmkov 6t”0Aov
TOV KOGHOV), but he is at the same time the primal Source from which the crasser elements that
make the corporeal world come forth. These crasser elements proceed from God and are at
length resolved into him again, so that all that exists is either the primal Fire -- God in himself --
or God in his different states. When the world is in existence God stands to it as soul to body,
being the soul of the world. He is not something entirely different from the stuff of the world, his
Body, but is a finer stuff, the moving and forming principle -- the crasser stuff, of which the
world is formed, being itself motionless and unformed, though capable of receiving all sorts of
movement and form.”?® Therefore, the world of Nature was, according to the Stoics, “God’s
body,” an idea taken over in the Corpus Hermeticum and related to re-birth of the Hermetic
initiate as Aion or the primal man. For example, in CH, IV entitled, A Discourse of Hermes to
Tat: The Mixing Bowl or the Monad, Hermes says to Tat that all things that are, should be
considered as God’s body. In CH XI, 4 entitled Mind to Hermes, the Divine Mind tells Hermes:

God is the soul of eternity [i.e. Aion]; eternity [Aion] is the soul of the cosmos; heaven is the soul
of the earth. God is in mind, but mind is in soul, and soul is in matter, yet, all these exist through
eternity [Aion]. Inwardly, a soul full of mind and god fills this universal body in which all bodies
exist, but outwardly soul surrounds the universe and brings it to life. Outwardly, the universe is
this great and perfect living thing, the cosmos; inwardly, it is all living things.

For the Stoics, God’s body is, however, created out of the vapors of the primeval Fire, which
successively becomes air or aither, water and then earth. From this, comes the air and the
elementary fire, or the sun.®®* As we will see, this was a Stoic re-interpretation of the
Empedoclean understanding of cosmogony.

Although Hermetism is more idealistic, Stoic cosmology was for the most part an
expression of monistic materialism, or a form of hylozoism. Nature is passive, while reason, or
God, or the primeval Fire, as the Soul of the World or anima mundi, is active. “Matter was seen
as of two kinds, hyle-like or passive, and pneuma-like or actively cohesive. Coherence was a
positive force, synetike dynamis; and pneuma-like matter was characterized by tension, tonos, an
inner heat of fire. As pneuma entered into organic and inorganic matter alike with its admixture
of air and fire, it pervaded the whole universe and made it a single inter-related unit drawn
together by an endless series of tensions.”?”® Although they conceived of pneuma as different

from the elemental fire, the creative or primal fire (pur technikon) was most probably the same as
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the pneuma that pervaded the universe.?”* Lindsay says that this Stoic doctrine also played an

important role in the development of alchemy. Copleston explains the doctrine further:

In inorganic objects the Universal Reason or zvevua [Spirit] operates as a eéic [practice or skill] or
principle of cohesion, and this holds good also for plants -- which have no soul -- though in them
the e&i¢ has the power of movement and has risen to the rank of gpvaic [Nature]. In animals there
is soul (ywovyn), which shows itself in the powers of pavracia [appearance, apparition] and opun
[impulse, inclination or desire], and in human beings there is reason [logos]. The soul of man is
therefore the noblest of souls: indeed it is part of the divine Fire which descended into men at
their creation and is then passed on at generation, for, like all else, it is material. zo nysuovikov [a
guiding spirit or principle] the dominant part of the soul, has its seat in the heart according to
Chrysippus, apparently on the ground that the voice, which is the expression of thought, proceeds
from the heart. (Some other Stoics placed zo nysuovikov in the head.) Personal immortality was
scarcely possible in the Stoic system, and the Stoics admitted that all souls return to the primeval
Fire at the conflagration. The only dispute was on the subject of what souls persist after death
until the conflagration; and while Cleanthes considered that this held good for all human souls,
Chrysippus admitted it only in regard to the souls of the wise.?"
Couliano tells us that it was the Stoic, Zeno of Citium, who developed the doctrine of universal
pneumatic sympathy. As stated, the Stoics believed that the entire universe was a “living
organism, endowed with the faculty of reason, able to engender rational microcosms: Animans est
igitur mundus composque rationis.”?”® For them, Universal Reason was also spirit, or pneuma,
and is animated by a principle, the hegemonikon, within the soul. Unlike Aristotle who saw
pneuma as an “ethereal intermediary between the soul and body,” the Stoics considered pneuma
as the soul itself.2* As we have stated, pneuma was also associated with the divine primal or
creative fire and, therefore, with God. The pneumatic principle is not idealistic, but materialistic.
Based on the doctrine of universal sympathy, just as the universe, or macrocosm, possesses the
faculty or principle of reason (the hegemonikon) in its heart and is the analogical equivalent of the
sun, so too does the human person, or microcosm. ““The harmony between human psychology
and the psychology of the cosmos is therefore complete; just as the psychic pneuma animates our
whole organism, so also the cosmic pneuma enters even the most remote extremities of this great
organism called the world.””?"

Having written two books on the subject, Chrysippus also used pneumatic theory to
ground his understanding of soothsaying and the interpretation of dreams. As Couliano points
out, from the theory of soothsaying, it is just one step away from a theory of practical or formal

magic. Soothsaying, in a sense, taps into the natural flow of pneuma, or Divine Spirit, while
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formal magic, with its rites, rituals, ceremonies and formulas, endeavors to “attract, nourish, and
accumulate or store up the divine spirit. In most cases, the pneuma is contained in a material
object made for this purpose or in an animal. With this reservoir of spiritual energy within his
grasp, the magician counts either on obtaining knowledge of the future or achieving some
practical purpose.”?® Following from this, Stoic pantheistic materialism was a deterministic
system of belief that denied human freedom or liberty. Fate and providence were aspects of God;
nonetheless, humans could experience an “interior freedom” when their judgments of or attitudes
(moods) about events accorded with the Divine Reason as microcosmic agreement with the
macrocosmic Divine Will. Magic, like soothsaying, was a means to transcend “fate.” Freedom
meant, therefore, “doing consciously, with assent, what one will do in any case.”?’’ By accepting
the stoic understanding of pneuma and universal sympathy upon which to ground his theory of
magic, Ficino also inadvertently accepted their fatalism, which would be transmitted to a long
series of magi after him.

It is perhaps due to their assent to monistic materialism that the Stoics denied the
possibility of intrinsic evil or an act that is evil in itself. Human intention makes an act evil,
while the act is in itself amoral. Hence, rape, murder, incest, abortion, homosexuality, committed
for a “good” reason, or in accordance with the “laws of Nature,” could be “good” or “moral.” No
action is wrong in itself, and Zeno declared that cannibalism or incest are in themselves morally
indifferent.?’® Moral character is determined by the intent of the doer to act in accordance with the
laws of Nature. To live a virtuous life then is to live a life in accordance with the Divine Will, or
in accordance with the law of Nature (physis). Since Nature is self-perfecting and self-
developing, so too the human person who is endowed with reason. The goal of microcosmic
human life is to follow the law of the macrocosm, or the universe. Copleston explains that the
virtuous life is a life in which nothing is forbidden by the universal right reason, “which pervades

all things and is identical with Zeus, the guide and governor of the universe.”?"

2. World Conflagration
One of the basic laws of Nature was ekpurosis, or cyclical destruction by universal conflagration.

The Stoics claimed to have derived this doctrine from Heraclitus, although scholars are in
disagreement whether Heraclitus actually taught this idea.?®® Ekpurosis is the doctrine “in which

the whole world returns to the primeval fire, from which it was born,” again and again. Sellers
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says that the doctrine of ekpurosis was a consequence of the Stoics worldview or belief that the
cosmos was a “spherical being, surrounded by infinite void (DL 7.140).” This was also an
opinion that was held by Empedocles and taken over by both the Stoics and the author of the
Corpus. Although the cosmos was finite, the void was infinite. This meant that they conceived
of the cosmos as having an edge.?®! The edge between the cosmos and the void allowed the
Stoics to posit the world’s eternal return of the same. At certain moments, the Stoics believed
that the finite cosmos would be dissolved back into the primal creative fire, the pur technikon,
mentioned earlier. As stated, the pur technikon was also associated with God, pneuma and the
anima mundi, which regulated the cycles. Since the cosmos was a “finitely extended living being,
a spherical continuum of matter held together by the breath or pneuma that pervades it,” like
other living beings it had a limited life span. Since the primal fire was identified with both God
and reason, the conflagration was sacred, like the flame on top of the sacrificial altar. At the
moment of conflagration, the world becomes pure fire or pure pneuma.?®? Thereafter, the world

re-creates itself again.

God forms the world and then takes it back into himself through a universal conflagration, so that
there is an ending series of world-constructions and world-destructions. Moreover, each ‘new’
world, which is concomitant with the occult idea of the ‘return to the source’, resembles its
predecessor in all particulars, every individual man, for example, occurring in each successive
world and perform the identical actions that he performed in his previous existence.?®

Given Stoic morality, the destruction of Creation and humanity within it was not “evil,” but was
seen from the perspective of the eternal return, and was ultimately deemed “good.” Since God is
fire and God is “good,” the periodic destruction and creation of the universe was also deemed
“good.” Because “freedom” is achieved on the basis of one’s interior ability to conform to or
agree with the “laws of Nature” (including the destruction of the entire cosmos), the position of
the virtuous “wise man” is not to stubbornly rebel against Nature, or the Divine Will, but to
submit to it. By saying “Yes” to universal destruction, one conforms oneself to the Divine Will,
follows Destiny and gains “freedom,” even if this means one’s own destruction. Those who are
able to master their passions or affections and induce a state of apathy or indifference, like
Nature, are “wise.” Those who rebel against “Nature” are “fools,”?* because in the end, the
individual human being has no special or ultimate dignity. Therefore, the best attitude towards the

doctrine of ekpurosis was agreement, although many Stoics did not agree with it.
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Conclusions and Comments
Up until the Renaissance, formal magic was consciously practiced throughout the Middle Ages,

although this was restrained by both secular and ecclesiastical authorities.?® Consequently,
magic existed in the shadows and on the periphery of society. This was not the case in the
Renaissance, where magic became acceptable to many of the intellectual religious elite, who were
looking for new ways to do theology and philosophy. Unlike Medieval magic, Hermetic
Renaissance magic could be performed elegantly.?®® Some contemporary esoteric trends mirror
the mood of the Renaissance. For example, Marsilio Ficino went around singing monodic Orphic
hymns, which he believed reflected the Pythagorean harmonies of the cosmic spheres,?®’
functioning similarly to the “trance” music played in many New Age stores today. As a
“physician,” he prescribed homeopathic remedies and encouraged his wealthy patients to
surround themselves with the aromas of various flowers and soothing colors of jewels, not unlike
contemporary aroma and crystal therapies.?®® Hermetic Renaissance magic, like Contemporary
Holistic Esotericism, was an elitist pastime for the rich and bored. Having said this, although the
“mood” and “style” of ancient-medieval magic and Renaissance magic were painfully different,
their philosophical framework remained the same, as does the philosophical framework of New
Age.?®® This was made evident in our discussion of the Picatrix.

More disconcerting is the trend to combine the acceptance of ancient monism, which we
anachronistically call “animism” and its implied fatalism with the psychologization of gods and
planetary demons (decans) into natural energies and forces. Ironically, this paved the way for the
psychologization of Reality, which is prevalent in New Age or contemporary holistic ways of
thinking. In the monistic scheme, like the ancient pagan gods, God supposedly contains both

good and evil within himself. Since the human being is a microtheos of the macrotheos, one can
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use these (now psychologized) energies or forces, be they good or evil, to increase one’s power.
One can either draw down energies, e.g. when their origin is celestial, like angels, but also draw
up energies, e.g. when their origin is chthonic, like the energies of nature or demons, depending
on one’s intentions. Given the fact that Ficino was not only the translator of the Corpus
Hermeticum, but also Plato’s works, this was probably still understood within a
Platonic/Neoplatonic scheme of emanation “from above.” Although Ficino and Pico were careful
to only drawn down celestial energies, i.e. and avoid chthonic ones, later, less concerned magi
like Giordano Bruno were not.

Thanks to Ficino’s hermetic reinterpretation, which psychologized the gods as forces of
Nature, the recognition of the potential for real violence that lies behind the Hermetic texts
becomes difficult again. Instead of building upon the real interpretive advances of Early
Christianity, the Renaissance synthesis of Hermetic Christianity fell back into a form of re-
mythologization. Since the gods were no longer believed to be early humans, who were engaged
in real horrific violence, individuals began to identify with the gods’ creative, but also destructive
powers. The danger became that, eventually, the magus, who identified himself with Re, Zeus or
even Dionysos, might begin to see himself as both the destroyer and savior of humanity. The
philosophical scheme that might seem to justify such cosmic destruction could be found in the
Stoic doctrine of world conflagration. All he needed was spiritual or religious framework to
justify it well as an occult method to achieve it. As we will show, this framework was found in
his reversal of Neoplatonic emanation and his method in the more hermetic interpretations of
spiritual or psychological alchemy, which is less a medieval proto-science that was practiced to
uncover the secrets of nature or even to create material gold, but as a religious process of

psychological self-divinization. It is to this problem we now turn.
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CHAPTER 11

AB AETNA! DIVINIZING SELF-SACRIFICE

Purification de I’argent.

Rendre tout argent pur et brillant. Prenez une partie d’argent et la méme quantité de plomb,
laissez fonder au four jusqu’a ce que le plomb soit consumé. Faites cela souvent jusqu’a ce qu’il
devienne brillant.?®

Alchemical Papyrus of Leiden

I. Alchemical Self-Divinization
The popularity of alchemy has resurged in recent years, due to the number of bestselling books on

the subject. Paulo Coelho’s The Alchemist (1988; English 1993) was an international bestseller
and served to introduce the subject to a broad public. Coelho is an interesting representative of
contemporary esotericism in that he attempts to remain connected to the Roman Catholic
tradition, although this relationship is tenuous and raises many questions. The Alchemist is a
story about the spiritual journey of a little Spanish shepherd boy named Santiago. At the
beginning of the story, Santiago has a troubling dream and goes to an old gypsy woman to have it
interpreted. In the dream, a child leads him to the Egyptian pyramids and tells him: “If you come
here, you will find hidden treasure.” The old woman interprets the dream and encourages him to
set off on a voyage to discover the Pyramids, where he will find his treasure.?* Eventually, he
follows her advice. On his journey, Santiago does reach the pyramids as well as meets an
alchemist, who can turn material lead into gold; however, the story actually concerns Santiago’s
own spiritual journey and transformation into a man. We will not delve further into the story, but
Coelho’s own association of alchemy with Egypt, a subtle reference to Hermetism, is remarkable
and lends support to our contention that certain strands of contemporary esotericism and New
Age have roots in or at least ties to ancient Hermetism.

As seen in the previous chapter, in late Antiquity, magic, philosophical Hermetism,
(Neo)-Platonism, Stoicism and even Presocratic philosophy were inextricably linked to each
other. In the Renaissance, pious Christian thinkers like Ficino and Pico thought that they could
combine the writings of “Hermes” with the Bible, whom they believed to be at the origin of the

prisca theologia, the ancient or primordial theology. Ficino and Pico were well-intentioned;
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however, we have tried to show that there was a less pious and irenic hermetic trend.?®? In this
chapter, we will try to explore the darker side of Hermetism, which will be more clearly observed
in alchemical theory. We will see how self-destruction becomes justified as a necessary step
towards self-divinization, euphemistically spoken of as “self-sacrifice.” We do this to challenge
some contemporary notions that hermetic alchemy is a “noble” art. For example, in The Eternal
Hermes: From Greek God to Alchemical Magus, Antoine Faivre is under the impression that
“wherever Hermes passes, religious tolerance prevails.”?* We would like to show that this is not

necessarily the case.

A. Background to the History of Alchemy
1. Origin of the Name
Most scholars disagree about the origin and meaning of the word “alchemy.” Introduced to the

West through the Arabic, al-kimiya; the prefix “al” simply denotes the definite article, “the.”
Legends say that the word referred to the name of a god, while others say that it is a “derivation
from the Egyptian word keme (black),” referring to the color of fertile Egyptian soil, or from the
“Greek verb cheo (to pour),” referring to the process of smelting and pouring molten metals.
Bernard Haage suggests that possibly the “Greek word cheein (pouring) became confused with
the Egyptian kem (black) in Hellenistic Egypt.”?%

Another interesting theory put forward by David Bain focuses on the unnoticed Greek
name for Egypt in Hermetic texts, Mehavitig yn, or the black land. This name refers to the dark
color of the soil in the fertile Nile river basin.?® Bain points to the name’s esoteric use in
Hermetic texts like the Koré Kosmou (Daughter of the Cosmos, with specific reference to
Persephone) referring to the term “the perfect black.” The Koré Kosmou has been noted to have
affinities with the PGM, discussed in the previous chapter as well as with alchemy and the
Mysteries of Isis.?® For example, the PGM contains a prayer directed to Isis: “I call on you,
Lady Isis, whom Agathos Daimon permitted to rule in the perfect black.”?’ In fact, the name
“black” or “Melaine” was given to Demeter, when she was mourning the abduction of her

daughter Persephone. At that time she became known as “Demeter Melaine.” Given the
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Hellenistic associations between Isis and Demeter, the title of the “black land” or the “black i.e.

B

chthonic,” might be a veiled reference to the Mysteries of Demeter and Persephone or the
Mysteries of Isis or both. Whatever the case, these associations point towards the affinities
between Hermetism, alchemy, magic and the ancient Mysteries.

For example, as an ancient Egyptian priest, Hermes Trismegistus was said to have been
the father of alchemy and author of the alchemical book or tablet of law, the Emerald Tablet or
Tabula Smaragdina,?®® of which the first law is “that which is above is like to that which is
below,” or “as above, so below.” The tablet was said to be inscribed with Phoenician characters
and was important source for medieval alchemy from the thirteenth century until the seventeenth
century.? As in the Hermetic worldview, in the alchemical worldview, the microcosmic level is
fundamentally related and similar to the macrocosmic level. As mentioned, the law of
correspondences is the basic presupposition of all occult sciences and lays the theoretical
groundwork for the sympathetic relationship between the human being and the cosmos, in order

to perform sympathetic or natural magic and, of course, alchemy.

2. The Development of Alchemical Understanding
a. Material and Spiritual Alchemy
It is difficult to say exactly how alchemy developed. Given its connections to the Mysteries and

the Presocratics, it is possible that alchemy represents a later privatization of the more ancient
ecstatic or shamanic religious experience, rooted in the animistic worldview. The first complete
book of alchemy is dated around the third century AD; however, the practice probably developed
much earlier, around the third century BC or before. Like magic, alchemy seems to be one of the
ways in which man seeks to gain control of the world as well as himself. For example, one aspect
of alchemy was concerned with the discovery of a panacea for all human ills.>® Sometimes this
is known as the “red elixir,” a synonym for the Philosopher’s Stone. In this sense, alchemy was
inherently connected to the practice of medicine and most early alchemists were also doctors.
Ancient alchemy was based on the acceptance of the Empedoclean notion of the four-fold
structure of nature, or the elements (i.e. Fire, Air, Water and Earth), together with an element that
was added by Aristotle, namely, “ether.” Ether was understood to be the quinta essentia, or
“quintessence,” which “constitutes the heavens and stars. This ‘ether’, also known as spiritus,

and as pneuma by the Neo-Platonists, regulates the correct mixture of the sublunar elements,
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when forming terrestrial things from the prima materia.”®*®* This pneuma is also, of course,
connected to the Stoic pneumatic theory, which was taken over by Ficino. When combined with
the four Galenic humors (i.e. sanguis, cholera, melancholia and phlegma), ancient medical
science was born. The idea was that the correct mixture of elements coupled with the humors
would eventually lead to the discovery of the elixir or Stone. From this, we are able to see that
medical alchemy was the practice of finding the right “mixture.” Health was understood as
Eukrasia, or the “correct mixture,” while illness was understood as Dyskrasia, or the “wrong
mixture.”®2  Therefore, the discovery of the elixir from plants, minerals or animal matter
conferred upon the alchemist divine-like powers to create and to destroy. It also provided him
with the tools necessary to “transmute all base metals into pure gold, cure all disease, confer
longevity and resurrect the dead to eternal life.”%%3

Karen-Claire Voss says that the alchemists’ transmutation of base metals into gold
implied a physical metamorphosis, or transfiguration of the alchemist that “entails a form of
gnosis.”®* As seen earlier, the attainment of gnosis had a soteriological value and reveals the
overlaps between magic, alchemy and Gnosticism. The final rubedo or red stage led to the
Philosopher’s Stone, which signified “the attainment of the consciousness of God,” the ultimate
goal of the alchemical opus.®® In its more mundane versions, however, material alchemy was a
precursor to medicine and pharmacology, whose goal was simply healing the physically sick.

Given the dual role that alchemy can play, Voss distinguishes between “material
alchemy” and “spiritual alchemy.” As we will see, the distinction of spiritual alchemy is a later
development. Initially, all alchemists were material alchemists; they were primarily concerned
with finding the formula to transmute material lead into gold or to discover the elixir of life, i.e.
the early practice of medicine. A quick glace at the Papyrus of Leiden and Papyrus of Stockholm
shows that many alchemists were also concerned with mundane activities like purifying all sorts
of metals, making them shiny and producing tinctures for painting.>® Most early alchemists, as
proto-scientists, appear to be primarily concerned with the discovery of the secrets of objective

nature and not necessarily the use of alchemy as a “tool” or “technique” to launch a spiritual
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journey. This does not mean, however, that they did not ever apply their discoveries to their
spiritual condition.

In more psychological or spiritual interpretations of alchemy, the Philosopher’s Stone is
said to be able to accomplish the same as the elixir. It is often spoken of in paradoxical terms.
On the one hand it is valuable, but on the other hand, worthless. It is a priceless jewel, but also
no better than dung, etc. Abraham says that in order to make the Philosopher’s Stone, the
alchemist must have a such a comprehensive understanding of the laws of nature that he is able to
reproduce macrocosmic Nature within the microcosmic alembic or alchemical beaker.’%” Since
All is One, the alembic, but also the Stone are metaphors for the alchemist at different stages of
divinization. The alchemical opus alchymicum of nigredo (the black or chaotic phase of the
prima materia), albedo (the white phase of purification) and, finally, rubedo (the red phase where
the Philosopher’s Stone or red elixir is processed) are metaphors for the stages of the alchemical
process. Often the alchemical path towards self-divinization was described in terms of descent
and ascent. The alchemical forge or furnaces were thought to be analogous to the matrix or
womb of the earth into which initiates of the Mysteries descended. According to Mircea Eliade,
in The Forge and the Crucible: the Origins and Structures of Alchemy, the alchemical forges or
fires were “a substitute for the Earth-Mother, where the ores completed their process of
maturation.”®  Given the connection between gold and divinization, alchemy of especially
Graeco-oriental origin gained needed insights from the Mysteries and the ancient myths that
informed them.

Haage says that in pre-Christian or pagan Antiquity, the art of alchemy concerns both a
theory and a practice. We saw the same inter-relatedness in our discussion of the theoretical and
technical (i.e. practical) Hermetica. Theoretical alchemy has connections to Greek nature
philosophy, meaning the philosophy of the Presocratics, as well as to more religious motifs that
concern the purification of the soul and the initiation of the adept into a higher order. The process
of purification and initiation that the alchemist experiences in his own soul has parallels to the
work he performs on base metals. Just as the metals must undergo “suffering,” i.e. are dissolved
or destroyed in the hands of the alchemist, so too must the alchemist, or his ego, suffer and die.
The hope is that just like the metals are forged into something new, so too will his soul be “re-

born” into something higher or better than before. Haage says that “such recurrent metaphors of
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suffering, death and resurrection are rooted in the mysticism of ancient myths and mystery-

cults,”®® a connection that will be important for our later discussion.

b. The Development from the Medieval to Modern Alchemy
Naturally, as a microcosm of the macrocosm, the ancient and medieval alchemists perceived

analogies between the experiments that they performed on Nature and on themselves (as a part of
Nature). In the Middle Ages, however, alchemy seems to be more used as a proto-scientific
method and less for spiritual endeavors. Moreover, Nature was not seen to be equal to God and
alchemical analogy retained its distance from or respect for God as Creator as well as its
predominantly practical or material purposes. That is to say, the type of alchemy practiced was
primarily physical or material alchemy, which was used to uncover and understand the physical
properties of matter, or the “secrets of nature.” This does not mean that something like spiritual
alchemy did not exist, but that it was not the main focus of most medieval alchemists. Figures
like St. Albert the Great or St. Thomas Aquinas, who had reputations for being alchemists, were
mainly concerned with natural experiments. This did not mean that the medieval Christian
alchemists did not also draw spiritual conclusions or make spiritual analogies drawn from their
physical experiments. Furthermore, in the Middle Ages, the distinctions, which we now accept
between philosophy, science, theology, etc., were not made or deemed necessary.

For the most part, it appears that metaphorical and symbolic language was a type of code
used to hide the nature of their experiments from public view.®° Instead of maintaining the
vocabulary of pagan mysteries, the medieval alchemists replaced pagan alchemical language with
Christian vocabulary in order to describe their physical — i.e. alchemical, experiments on Nature.
Although it deserves further research and not within the scope of this study, it is possible that the
medieval alchemists began to change the pagan vocabulary to more a more Christianizing one in
order to make their alchemy more acceptable to church authorities, or simply because they
believed Christian vocabulary to be more appropriate. It is also possible that like contemporary
scientists want to keep their experiments under lock and key, the medieval “chemists” codified
their results through the usage of Christian spiritual language.

However, with the acceptance of and even integration of Hermetic “pietism” into some
Christian circles in the Renaissance, the distance between God and Nature began to collapse.
This eventually led to a change in the understanding in the practice of alchemy itself. By the

seventeenth century, with the aftermath of the religious and spiritual chaos caused by the
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Reformation, “spiritual alchemy,” which by now used many Christian metaphors to describe the
alchemical processes, became a “Christianizing” alternative to traditional Christianity, either in
its Catholic or Protestant variety. In order to “escape” from the religious, spiritual and
intellectual conundrum that many individuals faced during the chaos of the religious wars, and
still procure deep spiritual experiences, many people attempted to practice alchemy as a quasi-
Christian alternative.

Indeed, Allison Coudert contends that the upsurge in the popularity of spiritual alchemy
coincided with the disintegration of Western Christianity at the Reformation. The breakdown of
the religious and spiritual unity of Christian Europe before the Reformation -- and probably the
un-Christian witness of Christian leaders on both sides --, led many to search for alternative
schemes of salvation. The Renaissance and Enlightenment fascination with pagan Antiquity
coincided with the historical development of “spiritual alchemy,” although it was not known as
that. Most spiritual alchemists were concerned with transmuting their impoverished spiritual
condition into an elevated one. They used experiments from material alchemy as a “technique” to
embark upon an interior spiritual journey. In material alchemy, transmuting material lead into
gold is analogous to the process of self-divinization in spiritual alchemy. Therefore, they used an
analogy between a corrupted state of matter and their own spiritual condition in order to derive
deep spiritual insights and transmute their impoverished spiritual state into a better one.
Concomitant with the mood of the Renaissance, spiritual alchemy was an attempt to return to a
more pagan religious framework and experience, which nonetheless retained the usage of
Christian vocabulary for its central mysteries. Although spiritual alchemy existed before the

Reformation, historical evidence has shown that its influence was marginal .3

c. The Nineteenth Century “Spiritual Interpretation” of Alchemy
In the nineteenth century, a new development took place. Alchemy as such began to be

spiritually interpreted. That is to say, at this time, alchemy came to be seen as a fundamentally
psychological/spiritual exercise, having little to do with material realities at all. According to

[3

Lawrence Principe, what is now known as the “spiritual interpretation of alchemy,” was
popularized with a work by Mary Anne Atwood, entitled Suggestive Inquiry into the Hermetic
Mystery (1850). In this book, with its obvious connections to the nineteenth century hermetic
occult revival, she claimed that all “true” alchemy, implying from the past to the present, was
“spiritual quest.” Those alchemists who “apparently busied themselves with actual laboratory

operations, were, ..., mere ‘literal souls’ who failed to perceive the hidden truth of alchemy and
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were not ‘real’ alchemists at all.”®!? Atwood’s book was, of course, not really historical in nature,
and she failed to see the development of a more spiritualizing version of alchemy within the
context of political, social, cultural and economic upheaval. In one sweep, Atwood dismissed the
proto-scientific efforts of many ancient and medieval alchemists. Nevertheless, her work helped
to linguistically distinguish between what we now call “material” and “spiritual” alchemy, a
distinction that was unknown up until this point. The division of alchemy into exoteric, i.e.
material alchemy, and esoteric, i.e. spiritual, dating back to an ancient perennial tradition, gained
popularity and was accepted by many occultists as well as the psychologist, Carl Gustav Jung.3"
Although this process of the psychologization of Reality already began with Ficino, Jung
took the spiritual interpretation of Atwood one step further and believed that alchemy was never
concerned about physical processes, but always “psychological developments within the
practitioner.” Principe, however, implies that Jung obfuscated the historical understanding of the
development of alchemy through his uncritical acceptance of Atwood’s theory. Jung believed
that the alchemist’s unusual metaphorical language was actually a “record of hallucinatory
‘irruptions of the unconscious’ which are ‘projected’ from the alchemist’s psyche onto the
contents of his flasks.” Principe claims that “recent scholarly investigations of alchemy have
undermined Jung’s construct,” as they have shown that most early alchemists were primarily
focused on physical experimentation rather than esoteric insights into the nature of the psyche.3!4
Jung represents a new phase in the understanding, but also practice of alchemy, called
“psychological alchemy.” Later, we will attempt to show that this interpretation was already
developing in the thought of Friedrich Nietzsche, and how Jung was inspired by his Also Sprach
Zarathustra or Thus Spoke Zarathustra. Based on his reading of Paracelsus or Theophrastus
Bombast von Hohenheim (1493/94-1541), but perhaps also Nietzsche, Jung came to see alchemy
as a psychological and religious discourse. Not only did Jung’s writings on Paracelsus help to re-
introduce the works the Swiss physician and theologian to a contemporary audience, but his
alchemical writings also helped him to formulate what he considered to be “certain processes at

work in the psyche.”3!®

d. The Development of the Understanding of Alchemical Causality in Modernity
As stated, in the Middle Ages, alchemy was mainly employed as a proto-scientific tool to

discover the “secrets” underlying the physical universe. As from the Renaissance, this began to
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change. In order to better distinguish between Medieval and Renaissance forms of alchemy, VVoss
describes three phases of alchemical development where the alchemists’ conception of causality
and time was altered. The first period, which probably best corresponds to the medieval epoch of
traditional Christian theism, is that of substance causality. In this period, the alchemist saw the
goal of the process, i.e. the Philosopher’s Stone, at the end of a linear series of causes and effects.
The subject and object relation was experienced as separated from each other.3'® This is the
period of the dominance of what is anachronistically called “material alchemy,” and did not
necessarily conflict with traditional Judeo-Christian theism.

In the second phase, “substance causality” becomes what Voss calls process causality.
This is probably the beginning of what is called “spiritual alchemy” and suggests the beginning of
medieval alchemy’s gradual separation from orthodox Christian tradition, due in large part to the
Renaissance’s attraction and high estimation of pagan Antiquity, which included the Hermetic
Tradition. Although the subject/object as well as the linear notion of time remained identical to
“substance causality,” the introduction of a “divine other,” or the alchemical Mercurius, meant
that the Hermetic alchemist came to realize that he could not achieve resolution alone. Mercurius
united the opposites at a convergence point, the sacred center, where heaven meets the earth.
There was also a growing intuition that the terminus of the process, i.e. the Philosopher’s Stone,
was somehow related to the process’ genesis, i.e. the “prima materia of cosmogonic myth.”%"’
Mercurius-Trismegistus was frequently invoked in alchemical traditions of Hermetic origin.
Mercurius was the Roman equivalent of Hermes and was seen to be a god, or “daemon,” who
assisted the alchemist in his “laboratory work.” In the Renaissance, with the acceptance of
Hermetic animism, progressively, the understanding of Nature and God became increasingly
mental or psychological 38 Mercurius was the curious Doppelgénger, or psychic double
projection of the alchemist. As such, he was similar to the shaman’s “spirit guide” or the
magician’s parhedros.

In the third and final stage, the intuition that the beginning of the process was the same as
the end became explicit. This corresponds to the Modern collapse of the transcendent realm into
the cosmos and the gradual acceptance of various forms of monism, especially pantheism and
later panentheism. Although the intuition of the process is maintained, linear time is replaced

with cyclical time, and the profane becomes increasingly sacralized. In other words, death
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became associated with birth, and creation itself could be seen as a “sacrificial victim.” Although
Voss does not give this stage a name, for lack of a better word, we will call it cyclical causality.
Voss says that this modification in the understanding of the alchemical processes was radical,
because “of its profound implications for the conception and experience of the subject/object
relation, causality, and possibly (although not necessarily) time.” She says that if it “were
possible to posit a strict demarcation between material and spiritual alchemy one would do it at
this juncture,” although she admits that even this is difficult.’!® When later alchemists (in the
Renaissance and beyond) began to accept a cyclical notion of time, they came closer to the more
ancient pagan understanding of Time than their medieval colleagues. That is to say, they began
to experience alchemy more like their ancient Hermetic predecessors, albeit now without the
Neoplatonic framework. At this point, most alchemists began to identify themselves with mythic
“creators,” and saw themselves as imitating the sacred process of creation itself. The relationship
between subject and object became more fluid, as the alchemists realized that in some way they
“equaled both the alchemical process and the means of the process; the alchemical process was
tantamount to both self-knowledge and to the knowledge of the divine” 32

Especially in the last stage of modern alchemical understanding, Nature is God. In this
more pantheistic and psychological understanding, God/Nature embodies both good and evil, a
notion contrary to traditional Christian theodicy. In understanding Nature, one understands God
as God is in God’s Self. Since one is a divine part of Nature, as a microcosm of the macrocosm,
by coming to a full understanding of oneself, one comes to a full understanding of Nature, hence,
God. In perfecting oneself, one perfects Nature, hence, God, etc. It was the role of the god
Mercurius (or in some cases Aion), the “divine other,” to assist the alchemist in uniting opposites,
or the opposites within himself. In accepting and uniting both the good and evil in himself, the
alchemist felt himself to be imitating Nature/God. That is to say, he accepted self-destruction as a
necessary step in the process of magical self-salvation and self-divinization, because Nature
destroys itself (e.g. volcanic eruptions, earthquakes, forest fires, etc.) and regenerates itself.
Although in the beginning of the process, Mercurius (or Aion) was outside of himself, in the end,
the alchemist came to realize or perceive that Mercurius was himself. In this alchemical
expression, the “other” was, in fact, an illusion. Therefore, with the introduction of “cyclical
causality,” the possibility for the alchemist to mistake or confuse himself for the Totality became

greater and opened the door for the possible development of the psychic disposition of
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panenanthropism, although this was not necessarily so. Abraham further explains the role of the

alchemical Mercurius:

Mercurius is present everywhere and at all times during the opus. From the dark chthonic
beginnings of the opus to the divine triumphant completion, Mercurius is not only the prima
materia (the ‘mother’ of metals) which is sought at the beginning of the work, but also the ultima
materia (the Philosopher’s Stone), the goal of his own transformation. Mercurius is not only the
matter of the work but stands also for all the processes to which this materia is subjected. He is
simultaneously the matter of the work, the process of the work and the agent by which all this is
effected. The epigram to emblem 14 of Maier’s Atalanta fugiens says of this paradoxical and
enigmatic force: ‘It devours itself and spits itself out, kills itself and generates itself again’ (66).
And Rhasis, cited in Zoroaster’s Cave, states: ‘For it dissolves, and conjoyns Itselfe, makes it
selfe Black and Citrine, White and Red, espouses Itselfe Conceives, brings forth, and does all to
the perfect end’ (67). Mercurius is the grand master of the reiterated cycle of solve et coagula
(dissolve and coagulate) which constitutes the alchemical work of purification... At the beginning
of the opus Mercurius takes the form of a dark, destructive force which ‘kills’ the old metal or
outmoded state of being and dissolves it into the prima materia (also called Mercurius). In this
role Mercurius is the ultimate solvent. He then transmutes himself and is transmuted from being
the poisonous waters of death into the divine life-giving elixir. He is the water of life, (the tears,
rain or dew) which descends in the showers upon the blackened dead body (of metal or soul)
lying at the bottom of the alembic, washing it, purifying it and re-animating it, preparing it for its
union with the united soul/spirit at the chemical wedding. Metaphysically, Mercurius carries that
divine love essence which kills falsehood and illusion and allows truth to arise. As the swift
messenger-god, Mercurius opens up a path of light, a line of communication between the greater
self and the limited personality of every day. Through this contact the body can eventually be
transmuted from fleshly mortality to immortality (Hodgson, Astrology, 40).%2

In the above long but useful quotation, we saw how it was perceived that Mercurius/the alchemist
needed to kill himself in order to regenerate himself. We believe that this “insight” was gained
through the change in the Renaissance alchemist’s worldview or paradigm from traditional
Christian theism to Hermetic Christian pantheism. That is to say, with the intellectual
reacceptance of ancient animistic monism as a basis for Modern alchemistic theory and Modern
uncritical fascination with ancient myth and Mysteries, alchemy became increasingly
spiritualized and even psychologized, increasing the possibility for more temporal and biological

expressions that required “sacrifices.”

B. The Origins of Alchemy according to Mircea Eliade
A good example of the abovementioned danger of the re-mythologization and psychologization

of alchemy can be found Mircea Eliade’s exposition of the history of alchemy, The Forge and the
Crucible. In this book, Eliade tries to understand how alchemy developed and could take hold of
human consciousness, especially in Modernity. Eliade was a devotee of Carl Jung and a regular

contributor to the Eranos Conferences. According to James Webb in The Occult Establishment,
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the Eranos Conferences were a series of “annual meetings at which scholars, mythologists, and
psychologists of Jungian sympathies have expounded their views of the spiritual problems faced
by modern man.”®?? He further says that “The Eranos Conferences are a compendium of all the
elements of the Occult Revival, and an extension of all the elements of Jung’s work.”*?®* Carl
Gustav Jung is perhaps the most important contemporary figure for modern spiritual alchemy,
interpreting it as a metaphorical discourse that attempts to explain the development of the Self
towards psychic wholeness or balance.®?* Jung understood this as the process of Individuation,
which, as we will discuss, he based on the alchemical process of self-divinization. We will not
deal with Jung here, as we will discuss him later.

After the death of Jung, Eliade dominated the direction of the conferences, and became
the second greatest contemporary commentator on the spiritual meaning of alchemy, witchcraft,
shamanism and the occult, doing a great deal to ground the amateur study of esotericism in
seeming academic objectivity. On the one hand, Eliade is a respected academic,®?® while on the
other hand, his work — like Jung’s -- has become a resource for many esoteric and New Age
thinkers. Although a “historian of religion,” many of his presuppositions are based on a
presumption that myth came before ritual. This presumption has been proven erroneous through
the work of Walter Burkert in Homo Necans, whom we will discuss in more detail later in this
chapter. Although Burkert shows the connection between alchemy, ancient myth and the
Mysteries, an effort that is useful for our analysis, Eliade tends to conceal and rationalize the
violence that underlies myth, the Mysteries and, hence, some alchemical processes, when it —
perhaps ironically — becomes spiritualized or psychologized within a holistic framework and
divorced from its role as a proto-scientific discourse. In this way, he contributes to the re-

mythologization of the study of myth and religion, about which Girard has warned.

1. The Pre-History of Alchemy and Magic
a. Smiths, Miners and Metallurgists
Although he does not produce any scientific evidence, Eliade says that the first iron and metals,

which humans fashioned for daily use, had a “celestial origin,” that is, from meteorites. Eliade
believes that early humans interpreted fallen stones as a sacred union between heaven and
earth.3®  According to him, humans saw that matter from meteorites was good for making tools
and weapons, but had not yet discovered ores below the ground. When metals and ores were

discovered beneath the ground, because of the supposed sacred character of the earth itself, the
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metals were seen as gestating in the womb of Mother Earth.®?” When the metallurgist brought
different metals together, some assigned a feminine character and others a masculine one, the
fusion was seen as a sexual union, or as alchemists call it, a mysterium conjunctionis. The
conjunction resulted in something new, for example, a new type of metal, later interpreted as a
new birth.28

Eliade says that mining, metallurgy and agriculture all functioned through the
presupposition of the fecundity of Mother Earth, whom they assisted in her labors and the
processes of growth occurring deep within her womb. That is to say, according to Eliade, the
metallurgists believed that the ores within the ground were similar to a foetus in the womb.
Later, given the maternal characteristics ascribed to the earth and the embryological notion given
to the origin of ores, it was believed that should the ores continue to ripen unimpeded in the
“matrix,” all metals would eventually turn to gold.?® The metallurgist saw himself as
collaborating with Nature, as the midwife who himself was able to speed up the natural processes,
by extracting the ores/foetus before time. Eliade says that his work “was an intervention in the
process of growth, an attempt to expedite maturation or to induce the expulsion of the embryo.
That is why the work of the metallurgist could be looked upon as an obstetric operation,
performed before its due time, an abortion, in fact.”®*® Since ores were deemed useful, an
abortion was also deemed “useful.”

According to Eliade, alchemy arose out of the experience of miners, smiths and
metallurgists. The alchemists’ confrontation with the symbols, myths, rituals and practices of the
miners, smelters and smiths probably gave rise to the alchemical “experiments.”®! He says that
“the alchemists, the smelters and smiths were ‘masters of fire’. All, by aiding the work of Nature,
accelerated the tempo of things and, in the final instance, were substitutes for Time itself. The
alchemists were not of course all aware that their ‘work’ did the work of Time. But this is not
important: the essential point is that their work, transmutation, involved, in one form or another,
the elimination of Time.” In a sense, the alchemists believed that they stood above and even
beyond Time.332

Given the smiths’ work with metal and fire, they were awarded a special status. “The
mastery over fire and insensibility both to extreme cold and to the temperature of burning coals,

translated into ordinary terms, signify that the shaman or yogi have gone beyond the human
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condition and have achieved the level of spirits. In certain cultures, the smith was considered
equal, if not superior, to the shaman.”3® Therefore, his role was sacred, and like the gods, also
ambivalent. On the one hand, he forged tools, which helped humanity to overcome chaos, but on
the other hand, he forged murderous weapons, which could throw humanity back into primal
chaos.®* Prioritizing myth over ritual, Eliade believes that smiths began to imitate the divine
models prescribed in the community’s myths and legends, by taking on demiurgical attributes. He
too was a “creator” or “artist,” in the sense of a “poet” or “maker.”3%® The smith came to be seen
as “the son, the messenger or the collaborator of the supreme God. He completes his work and
for the most part does this in his name.”%

Due to his ability to reshape primal matter coming from the subterranean depths of
Nature’s womb, the smith, more than the metallurgist, was associated with the divine, the
demonic and with magic. Eliade says that this is because “‘to make’ something means knowing
the magic formula which will allow it to be invented or to ‘make it appear’ spontaneously. In
virtue of this, the artisan is a connoisseur of secrets, a magician; thus all crafts include some kind
of initiation and are handed down by an occult tradition. He, who ‘makes’ real things, is he who
knows the secrets of making them.”®*” Because of their connection to magic, Eliade believes that
smiths and metallurgists stand at the beginning of religion. Initially, “to produce something” or
“to make something” had not only a religious function, but also an occult function, which the
smith’s “mastery over fire” would later come to signify on a magico-religious level, both
purification and transmutation.®*® Because smiths and metallurgists obtained a kind of gnosis, or
knowledge of creating and destroying, Eliade proposes that smiths and metallurgists later formed
secret religious societies and developed initiatory rituals to ensure that the secret knowledge of
the creative and destructive forces would be safely transmitted. According to Eliade’s
hypothesis, this would then be the origin of the Mystery Religions. In the role of initiator, the
smith told stories and sang songs, showing the close connection “between the art of the smith, the
occult sciences (shamanism, magic, healing, etc.) and the art of song, dance and poetry. These
overlapping techniques appear to have been handed down in an aura of sacred mystery

comprising initiations, specific rituals and ‘trade secrets’.”®*

333 The Forge and the Crucible, 81.

334 The Forge and the Crucible, 29, 107.

335 We should note the close semantic connections between “creator” and “artist” or “poet” through the Greek word,
poesis, to make or create. It is from this word that we get the word, poetry.

336 The Forge and the Crucible, 97.

337 The Forge and the Crucible, 103.

338 The Forge and the Crucible, 107.

333 The Forge and the Crucible, 99.

90



b. The Connection to the Mysteries
Because early peoples were in profound sympathy with nature, Eliade claims that they often

projected their own sexuality onto it. Their “general conception of cosmic reality [was] seen as
life and consequently endowed with sex; sexuality being a particular sign of all living reality.”34
Therefore, he believes that myths, which include metallurgists or smiths, are often set in a
spiritual framework where a strong fertilizing God, spouse of the Earth Mother, supplants the
previous gods, i.e. matriarchal goddesses, of hunting and gathering societies. For Eliade, myths
about male fertility gods reflect the transition from matriarchal to patriarchal societies. Following
the line of Johann Jakob Bachofen, author of Mutterrecht und Urreligion (1861), Eliade believes
that the matriarchal societies that worshipped the Great Mother were prior to patriarchal societies,
although no authentic archeological evidence exists to support this contention, except a few
terracotta figurines upon which Bachofen based his theory. Bachofen’s matriarchal theory
suggested that the origin of civilization and religion was originally peaceful, because it was
“matriarchal.” Until Walter Burkert’s Homo Necans, mentioned earlier, Bachofen’s theories
were widely accepted.

As discussed, Eliade claims that the subterranean realms, such as “caves and caverns
were compared to the matrix of the Earth-Mother.”**! They, therefore, played an important role
in ancient religions and rituals, linking the metallurgists search for metal within the “womb of
Mother Earth” to the Mysteries. For example, the ancient sanctuary of Delphi, where the famous
Pythia uttered her incomprehensible oracles, was a subterranean realm,3*2 but it was also the tomb
of the divine child Dionysos.>** At Demeter’s sanctuary in Eleusis, the hierophant and priestess
of Demeter descended into the darkness of a cave to perform the ritual of the sacred union, the
hieros gamos, which Eliade claims began through an association with fallen meteorites. Eliade
romanticizes the hieros gamos; however, in the actual Mystery, the union resulted in the
conception of the divine child lacchos or Dionysos who, according to the corresponding myth,
was soon to be murdered. This is an element of the myth that Eliade conveniently avoids.
Recently, the idea of the hieros gamos has been re-promoted and re-mythologized in Dan

Brown’s best-seller, The Da Vinci Code.

340 The Forge and the Crucible, 34, 36
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Jane Harrison says that the hieros gamos was the central mystery at Eleusis and a joyful
event.3 Although a “joyful” event, it was also mysteriously connected to Demeter’s arrival, who
was still grief stricken by her daughter’s ravishment by Hades and abduction into the
Underworld. Although no reason is given for Demeter’s need for subterfuge, she arrived
disguised as a nursemaid and entered the service of the king and queen. While feeding the king
and queen’s child Demophdon with ambrosia, she planned to lay him into the fire in order to
“immortalize” him. Her “noble” plans were thwarted, however, when the child’s mother, the
Queen Metaneira, discovered her and screamed. The astonished, but still embittered Demeter
“accidentally” dropped the baby into the fire, unable to complete her work of immortalization.3*
Taken by surprise, Demeter informed the Queen that now Demophdon must remain mortal.
Understood from the Girardian perspective, the myth speaks more about rape and murder,
followed by a reciprocal act of revenge. Was it the king, who had raped and abducted Demeter’s
daughter?  According to Girard’s understanding, the abrupt interruption of the child’s

“immortalization” was clearly an act of revenge and murder. Walter Burkert agrees:

Thus, though sublimated in the myth and symbolized in ritual, the theme of infanticide is present
in the mysteries. This is the theme that forms the core of so many other sacrificial festivals — the
Lykaia, Pelops at Olympia, the Agrionia rituals, and Procne: the mother or nurse kills the young
boy in order to hurt a man, or does so simply in madness. This tale is repeated time and again as
the explanation and counterpart of the unspeakable sacrifices. At Eleusis, too, a second sacrifice
appeases the wrath provoked by the preliminary maiden sacrifice.3*

In Orphic versions of the myth of Dionysos, Persephone, Demeter’s ravished daughter, was his
mother, although in some versions it was Demeter herself. Carl Kerényi in Dionysos: Archetypal
Image of Indestructible Life states that “according to the Cretan historians whom Diodorus
follows, Dionysos was first and foremost the wine god and was born on Crete to Zeus and
Persephone.”®’ As the god of wine and vegetation, Dionysos was also an underworld god. In
the Orphic version of the myth, like the dismemberment of Osiris, Zagreus is the child Dionysos
torn to pieces. He was the product of Zeus’ incestuous rape of Persephone or Kore, his own child
by his sister Demeter. Kerényi says that in Olympus “Zeus took the place of a snake god,”3*® an

ancient symbol of chthonic wisdom. Therefore in the Orphic version, Zeus disguised himself as a

snake, in a Cretan cave,*® and ravished her. There, she gives birth to a “horned infant,” which is

344 Prolegomena to the Study of Greek Religion, 584, 563.
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an allusion to a bull, or sometimes a he-goat. In Crete, the murder of the divine child Dionysos
by the evil Titans was celebrated with the rending of a live bull with bare teeth, where they hoped
to reproduce the effect of the original myth, and a more original ancient event, where child
sacrifice was of the order.*°

According to the Orphic myth, after the birth of Dionysos, Zeus’ jealous wife, Hera,
prompted the child’s uncles, the Titans, to murder and dismember him, leaving only his heart in
tact. This was subsequently brought to Zeus by Athena, who then either swallowed it or gave to
Semele, his mortal lover. Semele provided Dionysos with a second womb, before she herself was
tricked by jealous Hera and accidentally incinerated by her lover Zeus.®s! Harrison says that
Semele is known as the thunder-smitten, an allusion to her death by Zeus’ thunder-bolts, and
Dionysos is known as fire-born, since his birth is attended by the light of torches.®? In the
Orphic version, Zeus saved the child Dionysos from the fire and stored him in his “thigh,” until it
was time for his birth. In Orphic myths, Dionysos was known as Trigonos, or “Thrice born,”%*
reminding us of the triple greatness of Hermes Trismegistos.

Richard Noll says that “although no firm evidence exists of what the initiatory experience
of the Eleusinian Mysteries entailed, it is generally assumed that the initiate saw some
representation or had a vision of Persephone in the Underworld. This then gave the initiate
‘better hopes’ for his or her position in the afterlife.”*** Although speculative, perhaps after being
given a potion of ergot, a fungus that attacks grains and is known to produce psychedelic

effects,®® the initiate was then instructed to imagine himself as the murdered Dionysos.**®

c. Dismemberment and Transfiguration
i. Cosmogonic Significance of Mythical Sacrifice
Although Eliade attempts to ignore the violence that lies concealed beneath myth, he admits that

the act of creation in mythological accounts occurs through “immolation or self-immolation,”
where the whole condition of creation rests on the act of a blood sacrifice. He does not connect

“blood sacrifice” with any actual violence, but only asserts that with the introduction of the use

30 Walter F. Otto, Dionysus: Myth and Cult, trans. Robert B. Palmer (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana
University Press, 1965) 192.
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352 prolegomena to the Study of Greek Religion, 408.
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35 Noll, Richard. The Jung Cult: Origins of a Charismatic Movement (New York: Free Press Paperbacks, 1994) 173.
355 Nevill Drury, The Dictionary of the Esoteric (London: Watkins Publishing, 2002) 249.

36 |t is feasible that in an induced trance, through the processes of the imagination, which was bolstered by the rituals
structurally similar to the techniques of shamanism, after descending into a darkened cave, he was to imagine his own
dismemberment and reassembly into a new, young god of “reconciliation.” Did his mother, the high priestess
Demeter/Persephone, preside over the process? Perhaps the initiate was led to believe that the shadowy figure he saw
in the ritually induced psycho trance would be analogous to what he would see when he went down to Hades at death.
Since he came out of the ritual in tact, he was led to believe that he would also come out of Hades in tact.
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and production of metals, as instruments of creation and destruction, the idea was launched “that
life can only be engendered from another life that has been immolated. [...] These kinds of
cosmogony and anthropogeny will have considerable consequences; the stage will be reached
where creation or fabrication will be inconceivable without previous sacrifice.”®’ Instead of
facing the real violence associated with the discovery of metal weapons, which could kill, Eliade
continues down the path of re-mythologization and psychologization.

As was made clear, early miners, metallurgists and smiths believed that eventually all
matter would turn to gold. Eliade asserts that at some point the early miners and metallurgists
began to associate the extraction of ores with the extraction of a baby from the mother’s womb.
He states that “the creation of the world from the body of a primordial being was sometimes
conceived and described in terms of the shaping of a ‘foetus’. The cosmos takes shape from a
primary matter, ‘embryonic’ (because formless), and ‘chaotic’. We arrive therefore at a series of
equivalent or complementary images in which the sacrificed body is compared to primary matter
and hence to the germinal mass and the foetus.”®® Just as man and woman were “fused” together
in order to bring about the birth of a child, so too were metals fused together.

Eliade says that the smith and metallurgist were also related to the priest. After the
extraction or “birth” of the ores, through the fusion of different types of metals to create a new
substance, the idea developed that human sacrifice in a forge was not just a death, but also
precipitated a new birth. Without explaining why or exactly how the practice of sacrifice began or
how the “birth of child” became associated with its murder, he only says that, initially, human
sacrifices into the furnaces or forges of smiths were seen as necessary to complete metallurgical
operations. If we remember, as ores and metals completed their gestation in the womb of
Mother-Earth, the furnaces were seen to be the matrix where the process was brought to
maturation. Supposedly, in Eliade’s Romantic scheme, the link was made between abstracting
ores from underground and the furnaces with the birthing process. Eliade says that sorcerers
(pharmakeus), who were also priests and often connected to the smith, would instigate sacrificial
abortions so that the foetus could be used in the rituals that were supposed to ensure a
“successful” fusion or birth in the metals. Since Nature was one, and the foetus and ores were
merely different modes of the unity of matter, the process of extracting the ore and aborting the
baby, but also the fusion of metals and the burning of babies were supposedly seen as

analogous.®*°

37 The Forge and the Crucible, 31.
3% The Forge and the Crucible, 70.
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Based on his prioritization of myth, or his assumption that myths precede ritual practice,
Eliade speculates that the metallurgical operations were then later repeated in sacrifices, which
imitated cosmogonic myths and traditions, where “metals ‘grow’ from the body of a god or semi-
divine being. In the myth of the dismemberment of Indra, we are told that, intoxicated by an
excess of soma, the body of the god began to ‘flow out’, giving birth to every kind of creature,
plant and metal. ‘From his navel, his life-breath flowed out and became lead, not iron, not silver;
from his seed his form flowed out and became gold.” (Shatapatha Brahmana, xii, 7, 1, 7).”%®
Through their contact with myths and smiths as well as the belief that underneath all matter lies
gold, alchemists began to develop an analogical understanding. With the advent of alchemy,
alchemists also began to make analogies between their work and the work and myths of the
miners, metallurgists and smiths. These ideas were taken over and used for how the alchemist
could turn base metal into gold. Therefore, the alchemists began to see their quest to turn lead
into gold as a “birthing process” as well as a sacrifice. Eliade admits the connection between
divinization and sacrifice, after analyzing several myths of the so-called Iron Age and at the same
time refers to their connection to the myths of the fertility god Dionysos. Although he tends to
rationalize violence, his analysis shows how sacrifice, understood as destruction, was perceived
as necessary for the processes of creation in the mind of the alchemist. Given Eliade’s influence
on contemporary esotericism and New Age religion, including the practices of neo-alchemy and
neo-shamanism, it also means that Eliade’s re-mythologization has gained a popular appeal,
under the umbrella of seeming academic objectivity. Eliade states:
The profound sense of all these myths is clear enough: creation is a sacrifice. One can put life
into what one has created only by giving to it one’s own life (blood, tears, sperm, ‘soul’, etc.). Yet
another series of myths which are morphologically connected with this theme speak of the origin
of alimentary plants which have issued from the self-sacrifice of a god or goddess. To ensure the
existence of man, a divine being -- a woman, girl, man or child -- is sacrificed; from his (or her)
body sprout the different kinds of nutritive plants. This myth provides the model for the rites
which must be periodically celebrated. This is the significance of the human sacrifices made for
the benefit of the harvest crops: the victim is put to death, cut up and the pieces strewn over the
earth to make it fertile. (Italics mine)%
Since Eliade believes that people first wrote myths and then adapted their religions accordingly,
he claims that the initiates received the structure of the basic experience of the Mysteries via myth
or ancient history. “The essence of initiation into the Mysteries consisted of participation in the
passion, death and resurrection of a God.” He says that the meaning of myth was “communicated

to him [the initiate] during initiations, in an ‘experimental’ manner. The meaning and finality of

360 The Forge and the Crucible, 69.
361 The Forge and the Crucible, 32.
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the Mysteries were the transmutation of man. By experience of initiatory death and resurrection,
the initiate changed his mode of being (he became ‘immortal’).”*? That is to say, the Mysteries
gave man the sense that he too was a god. Eliade claims that the alchemist projected the structure
of the Mysteries onto “matter,” which would undergo his experiments leading to transmutation.
He approached “matter” in the same way that the Mysteries approached the “god,” who must
necessarily suffer and undergo terrible tortures to achieve ultimate transfiguration and
immortality.  Like the gods, the minerals and metals must undergo dissolution and

dismemberment, must die and be re-absorbed into the whole and later be transmuted into “gold.”

ii. Shamanic experience
Eliade notes that the alchemical experience of being dismembered or mutilated and then reborn is

similar to the shamanic experience, whose connection to the early smiths was shown. Eliade’s
book, Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy, also served to popularize the practice of neo-
shamanism in contemporary esoteric circles. In Greece as in other countries, in order to fulfill his
role, the shaman or iatromantis must either go through a real life experience or an initiation,

where his death and rebirth is acted out. An “iatromantis” is an “inspired healer” and derived

9 e 2% <C

from the words: wtpoc “healer,” “physician” and pavtic “soothsayer,” “diviner,” “prophet,”
“seer.” The iatromantis is sometimes called a witchdoctor or sorcerer (poppoakevg). The
pharmakeus is, therefore, a mixer of poisons or medicines, pharmakon (eopuakov). As
discussed, a pharmakeus was also the master of abortions needed for metallurgical sacrifices.
The ancient pharmakeus’ connections to real human sacrifice explain why the word is also related
to the word for a sacrificial scapegoat, the pharmakos (eappakog). The connection between the
ability of the pharmakeus to mix pharmakon (medicines or poisons) and execute the sacrifice of
the pharmakos will become clearer.

Many stories of primitive peoples concern shamans and smiths. According to one story,
a shaman met a smith, who served as his initiator. The smith tore off the shaman’s body parts
and put them into a forging pot to cook for three years. Thereafter, the smith reattached the
aspiring shaman’s parts with his tongs and covered his body again with flesh. After he inserted
new eyes, the smith informed him that he would now be able to commune with animals.®®® Piers
Vitebsky says that the shaman’s symbolic sacrificial death, as a pharmakos or sacrificial victim,
is expressed as a journey through the cosmos that is simultaneously a return to the womb of the

Earth Mother. In the primal chaos of the earth, he is taken apart and put back together into a new
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configuration, with the assistance of his Doppelganger or spirit guide. The function of the
shaman’s spirit guide is similar to that of the magician’s parhedros, discussed earlier. The
shaman’s new configuration signifies his new semi-divine status. Through this explanation,
Eliade’s link of alchemists to smiths and shamans is better understood.

Like Dionysos in the myth of the Titans, the shaman is not only subjected to extreme
cruelty and pain, but is made present to his own subsequent death and re-memberment or
resurrection. Envisioning his own death and re-birth provided him with a sense of invincibility.
There are clear archetypal structural similarities between the experience of the smith, the shaman,
and the Mysteries. According to Eliade, like the shaman, the alchemist also “projected on to
matter the initiatory function of suffering. Thanks to the alchemical operations, corresponding to
the tortures, death and resurrection of the initiate, the substance is transmuted, that is, attains a
transcendental mode of being: it becomes gold.”*** Gold here signifies the attainment of
immortality and transfiguration into a god.3%

From this description, we see how Eliade perceives the origin of the Mystery Religions,
secret societies, magic and alchemy. Although his style is confusing, if we take him seriously, at
first, the primitive humans saw meteorites fall from the ground. Somehow, they decided to use
the metal for tools. Because they apparently already experienced the earth as a fertile mother,
they created an analogy between rocks that fall from the heavens and hit the ground with the act
of sexual intercourse. This then became the basis for the understanding of the hieros gamos.
Later, they found metals beneath the ground and associated them with a foetus in the mother’s
womb. Eventually, they wrote myths about this. In order to create the world, the gods always
needed a blood sacrifice. Then, the smiths began to imitate the divine models, who had the
original knowledge of forging metals and creating the world. Smiths, who were also priests and
shamans, began to make the link between extracting metals to forge weapons, birth, the fusion of
metals and sacrifices into forges, represented in the cosmogonic myths. In order to pass on this
information, and ensure that the knowledge of making tools and weapons did not get into the

wrong hands, they formed secret societies. This eventually led to the development of the Mystery
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Religions, with their rites and rituals, including the practice of sacrificial abortion, which was
deemed necessary to ensure the success of the metallurgical operations. Although Eliade believes
that at a certain time society evolved from “gentle” Matriarchy to more “violent” Patriarchy, he

does not elaborate on how this supposedly happens or when.

2. Ancient Alchemical Ethics
Although a bit of a digression, by looking more closely at the Roman God Mercury and his Greek

counter-part Hermes, we will better understand the sacrificial nature of alchemy as it is related to
the Mysteries. As the Roman god of commerce, he was identified with the Greek god Hermes,
patron of the Corpus Hermeticum. As gods of commerce and exchange, like most ancient pagan
gods, Mercury and Hermes were ambivalent, since they were also the gods of thieves and
deception. This “divine ambivalence” was extrapolated to the realm of communication and
language. Hermes “was the carrier of the divine word to mortals, but he also purveyed devious
and corrupt communication -- lies, false oaths and deceptions.”®®® Hermes ominously escorted
brides to their bridal chambers,*’ and assisted miners and metallurgists in their “abortions,” and
helped hunters search for buried treasure.*%® For the alchemists, Mercury encapsulated both good
and evil

Because of his assistance with the beginning of life, i.e. marriage and the underground
life of miners, Hermes was also an intermediary between the living and the dead, between the
upper and lower worlds. Given his duties between these two worlds, he became the god of
travelers and is depicted with wings on his sandals, and sometimes with his traveler’s hat, the
petasos. He carries the staff of a herald, the caduceus, which he also used as a magic wand. The
staff is represented with two ascending, intertwining serpents that point towards two adjoining
wings.®® In Antiquity, snakes were the symbol of wisdom, but also of the soil and the
Underworld. The wings were a symbol of transcendence and the air. Similarly, the healing god
Asclepius, son of Apollo, is depicted with a staff entwined with a serpent. He was another healing
god, but also the instigator of plagues and illness. According to An lllustrated Encyclopaedia of
Traditional Symbols, the wand is a symbol of power and the axis mundi, which all mediator-

messenger gods use to travel between heaven and earth. The wand was a hermetic symbol of

366 World Mythology: The lllustrated Guide, 144. Clearly, through the ambivalence of their gods of language, the
ancients were aware of the ambivalence of language, although spoken in mythological terms. This is a point that
Nietzsche makes clearly in many of his writings, and we should keep this in mind.
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immanence, which pointed to the possibility of Nature within itself to overcome or renew itself.

Cooper states:

The double serpent is the opposites in dualism, ultimately to be united; they are also the two
serpents of healing and poison, illness and health, they are hermetic and homoeopathic, ‘nature
can overcome nature’, the complementary nature of the two forces operative in the universe and
the union of the sexes. They represent the powers of binding and loosing, good and evil, fire and
water, ascending and descending, also equilibrium, wisdom and fertility. In alchemy they are the
male sulphur and the female quicksilver, the power of transformation; sleeping and waking; the
solve et coagula of the Great Work; the synthesis of opposites and the transcendent function of
mediation between the upper and lower realms. %"

Hermes was the brother and best friend of Apollo, but as “Hermes Chtonios,” the Chthonic
Hermes, he greatly resembled the god Dionysos. As sons of Zeus, they were also brothers. Like
Dionysos, Hermes was a shepherd and connected to music. According to legends, he discovered
it. Like Dionysos-Zagreus, he was a fertility god,3’? seen in the description of the caduceus above
and also a cattle-killer. Kerényi says that the title, “Zagreus,” is a derivative of the “Ionian word,

9 9

zagre, signifying ‘pit for the capture of live animals’,” making Zagreus a hunter of animals.3"®
Otto says that although Dionysos is the “Great Hunter,” he “is himself hunted, the ‘render’ is
himself rent. When his destiny overtakes him, he is very like one of his unfortunate victims.”3"*
Therefore, Dionysos-Zagreus is the hunter, who is simultaneously the hunted. In this cult, he is
like Hermes and worshipped as the “chthonic” or as the subterranean Dionysos, where he is not
only equated with Zeus, who had turned himself into a snake to ravish Persephone, but also with
Hades, who did the same.?”® Hence, the “bull god,” who is ripped apart, is also the snake, or
literally dragon, who rapes his own daughter and allows his child by her to be murdered or
destroyed. The destroyer, therefore, destroys himself!

Kerényi discusses an ancient Cretan formula sung in the Dionysian Mysteries as a
symbolon, or a profession of faith or word of recognition: “Taurus draconem genuit et taurum
draco. The bull is the father of the snake and the snake to the bull. In Greek the line runs:
TOVPOC dPUKOVOG Kol TaTnp Tovpov dpakmy. It can also be interpreted as follows: “The bull is

the son of the snake and the snake is the father of the bull.”®"® Because of these associations,

early Christians, who were not unfamiliar with the ancient art of association, easily equated
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Dionysos/Zeus with Satan or the devil. They perceived that they had the same seductively
destructive function of the serpent in the Garden story of Genesis.

It was in the cult of Dionysos Bougenes, where the god was worshipped as a bull.
Kerényi cites Pausianas and Plutarch’s, Questiones Graecae, known also in the Renaissance.
“On the island of Tenedos a cow with calf was cared for like a pregnant woman and then like a
woman in childbed, for the benefit of Dionysos, who was known there as the ‘god who crushes
men.” When the calf was born, hunting boots such as the god often wore were put on it, and it
was then sacrificed in place of a child, who was none other than the child Dionysos. The identity
of the god with the calf and the bull is demonstrated in Greece by epithets such as Bougenes,
‘cow’s son,” and ‘worthy bull’, who was expected to come to the Dionysian women ‘with riotous
bull’s foot.””*”" Otto claims that the infant was not a quivering innocent, but a “wild and raging
bull,” who was simultaneously also, taurophagos, or a bull eater himself.3® As a “lion, snake,
and bull he was an object of dread to his destroyers even in his last hour.”®”® In other words, the
bull-eating bull destroyed that which destroyed him, and from his aborted body sprouted “life.”
For those who are familiar with it, the similarities between the Dionysos myth and the alchemical
Oroboros, or the snake that consumes its own tail, are remarkable.

Furthermore, Hermes was always present during Dionysian festivals, the Dionysia. The
thirteenth day of the Dionysian festival, the Anthesteriia, was called the “day of pots” or the
Chytroi. This day was dedicated to both gods. During the last three days of the festival, all gods
were banned from the city, except Hermes and Dionysos. The day before, the 12" day, was the
Choés Day. On this day, Hermes led the spirits out of the Underworld and the hieros gamos
between Dionysos and Ariadne was consummated. Ariadne was said to be the daughter of the
evil king Minos and Pasiphae, daughter of the ancient sun god, Helios and sister of Circe,
goddess of magic. When Theseus, founder of Athens, came to Crete to kill the Minotaur, a
monster with the head of a bull and the body of a man, Ariadne assisted him to escape from the
subterranean Labyrinth by providing him with a string to return to the light. The Minotaur was
the child of Pasiphae and a white bull, therefore, also the half-brother of Ariadne. After its birth,
Minos concealed it in the Labyrinth, where criminals and children from Athens were sent to their
deaths as its source of food. Seyffert says that “it has been pointed out that he is the same as the
Phoenician Baal Moloch, also represented with a bull’s head and supplied with human

sacrifices.”®® Theseus was said to have killed the Minotaur and freed Athens from its terror.

377 Dionysos: Archetypal Image of an Indestructible Life, 54-55.

378 Dionysus: Myth and Cult, 166-167.

379 Dionysus: Myth and Cult, 193.

380 The Dictionary of Classical Mythology, Religion, Literature, and Art, 394.
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When Theseus left the island, Ariadne fled with him. There are two accounts of her elopement:
either Dionysos ordered her assassination on the island of Dia, close to Crete, or Theseus
abandoned her, while sleeping on the island of Naxos. In this version, Dionysos comes to her
rescue and makes her his bride.®! Their wedding, and her “elevation” to the position of goddess,
was celebrated on Choés Day.

For the ritual, the wife of the archon basileus was led to a room, escorted by her fourteen
maidservants, “satyrs” and revelers. There, she would perform “unspeakable sacrifices” and
other “sacred secret practices.” Walter Burkert states, “How the ‘marriage’ was actually
consummated is a question which remains unanswered: did the woman lie with a herm [e.g. a
wooden phallus] or did the ‘king’ appear in the mask of a god?”” Unlike its romanticization in the
recent bestseller, The Da Vinci Code, the ritual ended with an allusion to violence and sacrifice,
probably to Ariadne’s own death. Burkert states, “Where the setting-up of the mask-god took
place and how the procession to the Boukolion was formed we do not know; but once again we
find an illuminating analogy in the sacrificial ritual which ends with the animal skull being raised
up in the sanctuary.”382

Hermes was not far way while the Dionysian revelers celebrated the hieros gamos.
Although Hermes Chtonios was distinct from Dionysos on this day, Kerényi admits that “These
are two names for the same divine person, whose condition points to the mysteries for which the
‘venerable women’ performed preparatory services.” The day after the Choés, he led the dead
souls back to Hades. “For the sake of the dead,” “Sacrifices were made to the chthonic Hermes.”
Hermes double role on the Choés, where he leads the souls of the dead as well as the bride
Ariadne to her bridal chamber, is ominous.

The sacrificial character of the entire festival is highlighted by the festivities of the next
day after the “day of pots.” The fourteenth day was celebrated with the swinging of little girls.
Kerenyi says that “Amid the erotic, ghostlike atmosphere of the Aiora, the virgins did their
swinging in the houses and in the courtyards where the pithoi stood open. The swing moved in
the world that had opened between the upper and lower regions, in imitation of the spectral
Erigone, the Ariadne of lkarion, who belonged to both realms.”®® A dark myth speaks about
Ikarios, the man who brought wine to the Greeks, and his daughter Erigone. Erigone committed

suicide after finding the swinging corpse of her father hanging from a well.®®* Like Ariadne, she

31 The Dictionary of Classical Mythology, Religion, Literature, and Art, 64.

382 Walter Burkert, Greek Religion, trans. John Raffan (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1985) 240.
383 Dionysos: Archetypal Image of an Indestructible Life, 307.

384 Greek Religion, 241.
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was also married to Dionysos, showing that the “sacred marriage” to a god meant the certain
death of the maiden.3

C. Another Theory Concerning the Origin of Religion
1. Homo Necans
Eliade’s understanding of the origin of religion differs from, for example, Walter Burkert, quoted

above. Burkert’s understanding of the origin of religion seems more plausible and is more
compatible with the traditional Christian understanding of the human person. Burkert sees
hunting societies, not the activities of smiths and miners, at the origin of religion. For Burkert,
the practice of sacrifice began not as a need to extract ores and fuse them into new metals, or
from reading myths and then applying it to their metallurgical practices. Sacrifice began as a
result of real human conflict that was eventually resolved through a greater violence. In Eliade’s
conception, initiatic societies were at the basis of religion in order to transmit the secret
knowledge of “making” or “creating,” which included the magical practice of baby sacrifice.
Eliade tends to separate myth and actual ritual praxis. This leads to two defects in his position.
Although he admits that most myths posit a blood sacrifice at the origin of creation, he fails to
explain why this was so. Unlike Girard and Burkert, he also fails to account for the acts of real
violence given in mythological accounts of creation, or provide a convincing reason why such
sacrifices as such were deemed necessary for creation to bring ores to maturation.

In contrast to Eliade’s more romanticized version of the origin of religion and culture,
which is common in some academic and esoteric circles, in his groundbreaking work, Homo
Necans: The Anthropology of Ancient Greek Sacrificial Ritual and Myth (1972), Burkert sees
violence and the attempt to come to terms with it, as the origin of primitive religion. His Homo
Necans brought about an ethological “Copernican Revolution” by positing “a primacy of rites
over linguistic communications.”®® According to Burkert, rites do not evolve out of myth, as
Eliade would have it, but myth is a later attempt to understand the meaning of the violent event or
series of events that led to the establishment of a given civilization.®®” Like Girard, he breaks
away from the traditional nineteenth century interpretation of the origin of religion, which
attempted to dismiss or obscure the role of violence in ancient myths and texts. However,

Burkert’s theory differs somewhat from Girard’s. Girard sees the first horrific murder of another

385 Although not really relevant here, a declaration of love to one’s “Ariadne” should not be interpreted as a declaration
of romantic intention, but more as a curse. For example, Friedrich Nietzsche’s last letters to Cosima Wagner should be
seen more in this light.

386 Burton Mack, “Introduction: Religion and Ritual,” Violent Origins: Walter Burkert, René Girard, and Jonathan Z.
Smith on Ritual Killing and Cultural Formation, ed. Robert G. Hamerton-Kelley (Stanford: Stanford University Press,
1987) 5.
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human being as the beginning of civilization, while Burkert believes that it began with the first
hunters’ trauma of killing of animals. Although we favor Girard’s theory, Burkert’s has much
merit and independently supports Girard’s theory to some extent.

Burkert’s points of departure are the pervasiveness of sacrifice in most primitive religions
and the care given to the placement of bones. Concerning the first point of departure, as a
historian of Greek culture, Burkert was struck by how sacrifice accompanied almost every aspect
of Greek religion and life, from “festivals, seats of oracles, games, cults, mysteries, funerary rites,
state ceremonies, or mythologies and drama.” The second point of departure was based on the
observations of Karl Meuli (1946) that “certain aspects of Greek sacrificial practice, especially
the care and handling of the bones of animal victims, were similar to the practice of Paleolithic
hunters.” For him, the careful reconstruction of the body of the victim is a sign that the
community experienced some sense of guilt for the death and hoped for an eventual resurrection
or return. Because he believed that aspects of this more primitive culture were embedded within
the literature, rites and practices of later Greek civilization, he set out to reconstruct a theory of
ritual and religion.388
2. Food and Guilt
Before the formation of secret religious societies by metallurgists and smiths, Burkert believes
that Mannerbund of hunting societies were the first type of religious groups. This group was less
like a lodge of proto-Masons, who were interested in passing on the “secrets” of their trade. The
group was bound together by their mutual interest in the survival of the community, and their
mutual guilt for the murder of the hunting victim. “At the core of this new type of male
community, which is biologically analogous to a pack of wolves, are the acts of killing and
eating. The men must constantly move between the two realms, and their male children must one
day take the difficult step from the women’s world into the world of men. Fathers must accept
their sons, educating them and looking after them — this too, has no parallel among mammals.
When a boy finally enters the world of men, he does so by confronting death.” By imitating the
hunting habits of wolves, man exchanged his role as hunted, for that of hunter.®® That is to say,
before primitive communities figured out how to make tools that served to protect and kill, most
of their energy was spent hiding and running from larger animals, not after them. Burkert insists
that without this “role change,” there would be no possibility to create a stable society or to

develop civilization as we know it, where smiths and metallurgists carry out their work.

388 “Introduction: Religion and Ritual,” Violent Origins, 24.
389 Homo Necans, 18.
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Burkert suggests that before the formation of the Mannerbund, “society” as a whole was
facing starvation. At a certain moment, they realized how wolves bound together for protection
and hunting of larger prey, which they shared with the rest of the pack. The early humans must
have followed suit. They began to share the meat from the hunt and survived. Somehow these
Paleolithic communities were able to redirect or sublimate what Burton Mack calls “interspecfic”
violence between male and female onto their prey. “Behavioral codes resulted (‘rituals,” in
ethological parlance) that controlled cooperative planning, departures, and the coordination of the
hunt. The approach to the hunt was ritualized so as to balance and retain motivational and
psychological tensions stemming from the new social formations in the interest of the objective of
the hunt. The Kill was the climax that released those tensions and focused attention to the prey as
the living creature that had to be killed in order to provide food for those who killed it.”3%
According to Burkert, the primitive community needed to believe that the animal had “agreed” to
his own “sacrifice” or killing.*** This became what Burkert, under the influence of Meuli, called
the “comedy of innocence.”

The “comedy of innocence” must have somehow provoked the need for the services of a
shaman or witchdoctor/sorcerer. During his routine of seduction, the shaman presupposed a
fundamental correspondence, or sympathy, between the hunter and the hunted. His magic was an
attempt to gain the prey’s compliance to be killed for food and at the same time absorbing guilt,
making the shaman’s role central within the life of the community. Burkert notes that the rituals
involved in the hunt, like purification and abstinence, placement of bones and skins in the original
position of the living animal, showed that the hunters experienced an initial shock and guilt for
killing and slaughtering the animal. That is, they longed to be absolved for their deed and desired
restoration of the animal’s identity. Before the practice of ritual sacrifice, which is strongly
connected to the magic of the shaman, there was no way to displace guilt. Shamans played an
important role in the process of deflecting communal guilt for murdering the animal. As a priest
and a sorcerer, shamans sacrificed animals that were really a symbol of themselves. The shaman
was willing, as a pharmakeus/pharmakos or sorcerer/scapegoat, to ritually accept the guilt of the
entire community upon himself, and become for them, like a god. Burkert believes that this is the

origin of religion but also of sympathetic magic.

The ritual provides forgiveness and reparation, through frequently taking on a scurrilous character
which prompted Meuli to coin the phrase ‘the comedy of innocence.” The ritual betrays an
underlying anxiety about the continuation of life in the face of death. The blood ‘act’ was
necessary for the continuance of life, but it is just as necessary for new life to be able to start

39 “Introduction: Religion and Ritual,” Violent Origins, 25.
391 Homo Necans, 16, 20, 37ff.
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again. Thus, the gathering of bones, the raising of a skull or stretching of a skin is to be
understood as an attempt at restoration, a resurrection in the most concrete sense.3%

Nevill Drury, in Shamanism, makes similar assumptions. He points out that “by the Upper
Palaeolithic Era, there is a clear indication that Man [as such] had begun to think in magical
terms.”®*® Hence, the earliest primitive religion probably originated as the magical religion of
hunting peoples, wherever they were located. The shaman was essential intermediary between
the people and the spirits of the animals, who needed to be convinced to offer themselves up for

the greater good of the people as food. As Drury explains:

From early times, religion, art and magic seem to have been intertwined. The sorcerer was a
master of wild animals -- able to control their fate through his hunting magic, adept at disguises,
and a practitioner of animal sacrifice. He learned to mimic the animals and in turn based his
dances on their movements, and felt he had developed a psychic bond with them. In this way, the
Paleolithic hunter-sorcerer was a precursor of the archetypal shaman, who had animal familiars,
clan totems, and believed that consciousness could be transformed into an animal form.3%

3. Sexualization of Nature

As discussed above, in The Forge, Eliade tried to show that in the symbolic realm, the
sexualization of Nature and the idea of the hieros gamos or sacred marriage were somehow
related to blood sacrifice in the minds of the smiths and metallurgists.>*® However, unlike Girard
and Burkert, Eliade and popular esoteric authors like Dan Brown do not question the nature of the
violence that underlies the myths of the hieros gamos and its ritual development. According to
Burkert, the sexualization of Nature began earlier and lies in the ritualized behavior seen among
primates, who need to demonstrate power and rank. Power and rank determine who gets the
choicest pieces of food and mating partners. That is to say, the worship of “phallic gods,” i.e. the
gods worshipped under “patriarchy,” did not evolve after the worship of the Earth Mother, as
Eliade would have it, but as a response to “ranking” within primitive communities, who were
interested in sex and food for survival. According to Burkert, “among some primates, the male
delimits his territory by facing outward and displaying his erect phallus. Rump-presentation [i.e.
homosexual type behavior] as an invitation to mate is a gesture of submission inhibiting an
aggressive response from the stronger partner. It is astounding how corresponding behavior
recurs in human ritual: the function of the phallus is ‘apotropaic.” The Babylonians made their

boundary stones in the shape of a phallus; the Greeks marked their territory with herms.”*% That

392 Homo Necans, 16.

3% Drury, Shamanism, 9.

3% Drury, Shamanism, 9.

3% The Forge and the Crucible, 62.

3% Homo Necans, 58. “Herms” are small pillars, resembling a phallus, used as milestones or signs in Antiquity.
Obviously, the etymology of the word is related to the god of travel, Hermes.
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is to say, weaker males temporarily allowed themselves to be sexually dominated by stronger
males in order to avoid being ripped apart. It was not a typical or generally accepted expression
of natural masculine relationships. Burkert would say, therefore, that herms are symbols of
powerful male dominance over weaker males, which reach all the way back to primate behavior,
not to the beginning of the “patriarchal epoch.”

Against some of Eliade’s assertions, which are dependent on Jakob Bachofen’s ideas
about the priority of matriarchal society, Burkert points out that “Bachofen’s ingenious but
fantastic theory of a prehistoric matriarchy has hindered the understanding of these female deities.
Female dominance is no more possible in Neolithic farming cultures than it is among Upper
Paleolithic hunting societies.”®" As we saw, myths that involved the cult of Demeter or the Great
Mother were not peaceful and gentle. Many of them contain covert references to infanticide or
murder out of revenge. As a historian of religion, Eliade questionably assumes that through the
change from, for example, matriarchal goddess worshipping societies of “hunters and gatherers”
to patriarchal worshipers of phallic gods, religion became more violent. As Burkert and Girard
have shown, such a matriarchal society probably never existed. Religion and culture did not
begin as a peaceful matriarchal society and then evolve into a more violent patriarchal one, but
was violent as well as patriarchal from the beginning. Burkert and Girard’s theories are,
therefore, more in line with the traditional biblical account of the origin of human culture as a
result of sin or un-mastered desire (e.g. the story of Cain and Abel). In fact, with the emphasis
on God as a faithful and monogamous Father, the Judeo-Christian tradition appears to be an
attempt to mitigate the real violent and oppressive effects of pagan patriarchy on both the lives of
men and women.

Eliade also adheres to the popular idea that the experience of dismemberment by both the
shaman and the alchemist is reminiscent of the myths of the “dying god,” whose “passion, death
and resurrection” closely followed the agricultural cycle. Burkert notes that this is a ruse already
contrived in ancient times to deflect attention from the real event that occurs in the Mysteries.3%
That is, the myths of the “dying gods” are representations of extreme moments of communal
crisis, which threatened to undo it, namely, rape, infanticide, mutilation and murder. Together
with René Girard, Burkert believes that rituals of sacrifice represent both a crisis and their
resolution for the benefit of a given community. Early rituals were a product of a community or
Mdnnerbund’s attempt to deal with the guilt of murdering a victim. According to Girard’s

theory, however, the communal crisis was resolved through the unanimous participation in the

397 Homo Necans, 80.
3% Homo Necans, 260.
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murder of the human victim, after which peace and unity were reconstituted. The restoration of
new type of peace and unity, which could only be established after the death of the victim, was
attributed to the victim as a sign of his divinity. The newfound peace and unity, which literally
grew out of body of the victim, allowed civilization to take root. This is the origin of religion and
of the gods, according to Girard.

As discussed, Burkert says that the early religious experience arose out of the shocking
experiences of early hunting societies and was preserved, but also transferred to other modes of
society. Eliade’s romantic presupposition, however, concerns a much later phase of development,
if at all. If Burkert’s theories concerning the origin of secret societies are correct, then, later
secret societies of smiths and metallurgists, but also more elegant secret societies, like the
Freemasons and Rosicrucians, were probably developed along the lines of the early Mannerbund,
who were originally bound together by their mutual guilt as murderers. The same is true for the
development of the Mysteries and, hence, alchemy. Alchemy, however, probably represents a
privatization of this once communal process. Voss pointed out, “‘theory and practice’ were
inextricably woven together;” the alchemical practices and writings were an esoteric way to
transmit salvific gnosis pertaining to the achievement of immortality, like the “dying gods” in the
Mysteries and myths. Nevertheless, this gnosis had little to do with agricultural cycles. Like
those before them, their gnosis was founded on an animistic understanding of Nature, which
consisted in the realization, embedded in myth and the practice of the Mysteries, that to be reborn

as a god, one must necessarily suffer, i.e. be torn to shreds like baby Dionysos, and die.

4. Alchemy and the Temporalization of the Initiatory Processes of the Mysteries
a. A Growing Awareness
As seen above, the ancient alchemical vision and way of life fundamentally express the

archetypal experience of the suffering, death and re-birth of the gods in the ancient Mysteries.
Walter Burkert confirms the close association between the Mysteries and magic in Ancient
Mystery Cults. “The tradition of magic and that of mysteries have coexisted for a long time, with
multiple contacts and mutual interrelations, especially at the level of charismatic craftsmanship.
The advent of Demeter at Eleusis has its curious parallel in Egyptian magical texts, and one of the
last Eleusinian hierophants was an active, and successful, theurgist.”** In as much as alchemy
provided a philosophical vision for understanding magic, the Mysteries provided Hermetic
versions of alchemy with its conceptual scheme and vision of the world, based on a perpetual
cycle of creation and destruction. Time in alchemy and magic are similar in their causal structure

in that there is an attempt to control Time and Nature itself, through altering or speeding up the

399 Walter Burkert, Ancient Mystery Cults (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1987) 68.
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otherwise lengthy and sluggish process of Nature. Although we must distinguish between
material and spiritual alchemy, given the alchemists’ belief in the unity of all matter, we should
recognize that spiritual alchemy becomes temporalized or biologized, when the alchemist —
within a pantheistic or monistic paradigm that has reversed the Platonic scale of emanation from
above to from below -- begins to believe that he must put his own physical/material body through
necessary tortures in order to achieve a higher spiritual state. Although most spiritual alchemists
understood this language symbolically, with the intellectual collapse of the symbolic and
transcendental realms into the macrocosmic Nature and, ultimately, the microcosmic individual,
after the Reformation, a temporalized or biological interpretation could not be ruled out.

As Eliade pointed out, due to the connections that had already been made between the
natural processes of time and ritual sacrifices, the idea arose that the human being could not only
participate as a co-creator alongside of Nature, but could also intervene in the cosmic process of
life itself. In the same way that the metallurgist facilitated the “birth of ores,” and the smith,
through the mastery of fire, was able to fuse metals into a “sacred union,” the shaman, and
sorcerer believed that they could further intervene into the processes of life by sacrificing a
human victim into the fiery forges. Eliade claims that the ancient alchemists accepted these
analogies. Based on a metallurgical analogy of the fusion of metals, they felt that, for example,
the sacrifice of aborted babies would be the cause and the foundation of something “new.”
According to Eliade, these presentiments were not initially clearly expressed, but slowly -- from
the “first” celestial stone that fell from the heavens and united itself in a hieros gamos with the
Earth --, there grew a clearer awareness amongst these early “masters of fire” that they
themselves could replace the effects of time. As such, we see that already within ancient
alchemy, with its connections to Presocratic and Stoic hylozoic or animistic thought-forms, there
was a tendency to temporalize or biologize the alchemical processes. Although different in the
Middle Ages, in Antiquity, this was possible given the belief in the unity of all matter, including

the human being. Eliade says:

Here too, if we may repeat ourselves, lies the basis and justification of the alchemical operation,
the opus alchymicum which haunted the philosophic imagination for more than two thousand
years: the idea of the transmutation of man and the Cosmos by means of the Philosopher’s Stone.
On the mineral level of existence, the Stone was realizing this miracle: it eliminated the interval
of time, which separated the present condition of an ‘imperfect’ (crude) metal from its final
condition (when it would become gold). The Stone achieved transmutation almost
instantaneously: it superseded Time.*®

400 The Forge and the Crucible, 78.
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b. The Ethics of the Ouroboros
From the above discussion of Hermes’ roles and relations (especially those having to do with

Dionysos), we have gained insight into the self-sacrificial nature of alchemy and magic, rooted in
the philosophical framework of the Corpus Hermeticum. As we suggest, given its skeptical
distance from pre-Christian modes of thought, medieval alchemy, which was mainly used in a
proto-scientific sense -- did not express this later self-destructive tendency, which was possibly
present in pre-Christian alchemy, albeit mitigated by the acceptance of some form of Platonism.
Platonism and Neoplatonism posited an archetypal world of ideal forms, which allowed the

ER]

alchemist to interpret the processes more “symbolically.” Like the Mysteries and the practice of
shamanism, ancient alchemy maintained an ethics of “creation and destruction.”

In a monistic conception of reality, whether this is pantheism, animism or holism, in
order to achieve a higher or purified version of the same, the Hermetic spiritual alchemist must be
willing — in some form -- to Kill, destroy or dissolve himself. That is, he must be willing to
commit a form of suicide, be this psychical or physical, with the assistance of Mercury, whom he
perceives to be himself. In ancient and Renaissance forms, this was probably understood
symbolically or ideally.

From the animistic perspective where “all is one,” Mercurius is as much the beginning of
the operation as the end result. Mercury-Hermes underlies not only the alchemical processes, but
also the prima materia, or the chaotic underground of all there is and related to Dionysos. “As
above, so below,” Mercurius-Trismegistus or Hermes-Dionysos is as much the nature of the
cosmos as the nature of the microcosmic alchemist, who on the one hand resides within the
cosmos and at the same time tries to transcend it.** It was, therefore, the role of Mercurius to
help the alchemist transcend time and himself.

In fact, the alchemical assistant’s role is similar to that of the alchemical Ouroboros, or
the “tail eater.” In one of the most famous representations of the Ouroboros, the Chrysopoeia of
Clyopatra or the “Goldmaking of Cleopatra,” written by an Alexandrian alchemist, the serpent is
light on one end and dark on the other end. Written inside of the symbol are the words, “hen to
pan,” “the One is All” or “All is One.” Jack Lindsay refers to this document in The Origins of

Alchemy in Graeco-Roman Egypt, showing how destruction of one’s own nature as ‘“Nature,” or

401 Here, we are close to an analogical understanding of the relationship between Nietzsche and his “double,”
Dionysos-Zarathustra. Dionysos, who is the subterranean underground of all there is, is also the subterranean
underground of Friedrich Nietzsche and is Friedrich Nietzsche. The figure of Zoroaster was already associated with
alchemy in the seventeenth century document Zoroaster’s Cave, an important image in Nietzsche’s Thus Spoke
Zarathustra, serving as a first important link to what we deem to be Nietzsche’s “occult philosophy,” discussed in our
introductory remarks. See A Dictionary of Alchemical Imagery, 243.
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divine suicide, was in some sense accepted before the advent of Christianity.*°? This half-dark,
half-light serpent destroys itself in order to re-create itself to a higher synthesis. Abraham
explains, it “devours itself and spits itself out, kills itself and generates itself again.” For the
ancients, the Ouroboros is the symbol of life, perfection, totality, the eternal return and the self-
sufficient cycle of Nature. It also represents the descent of the spirit into the physical world and
its return or ascent.®®* For the Hermetic alchemist, Nature and, hence, the human person is
fundamentally like the tail-eating snake: self-destructive, but also regenerative, perpetually dying
but also rising again into a new creation.

Functionally, ouroboristic naturalism operates on dialectic between good and evil,
because the world, symbolized by a circle, is a monadic Totality. The Ouroboros is structurally
similar to the symbol of yin and yang, although the tail-eating serpent is a more primitive
expression of this fundamental idea. In order to sustain itself, the Ouroboros devours its own tail,
or must destroy itself. In alchemical language this is known as the fusion or the conjunction of
opposites (coniunctio oppositorum) or even more euphemistically as the “chemical wedding,”
where Mercurius functions as priest and “escort to the bridal chamber.” The imagery of the
“chemical wedding” is central to the opus alchymicum, and concerns the reconciliation of
opposites in order to create the Philosopher’s Stone. Images used to describe the union “range
from the most primitive animal matings (dog and bitch, hen and cock, amours birds of prey,
winged and wingless dragons or serpents) to the union of human lovers, red man and white
woman and ultimately to the royal wedding of Sol and Luna as king and queen.”*** In Hermetic
alchemy, authentic otherness is not recognized, since the marriage is an incestuous one, i.e.
between sister and brother or mother and son.

In material alchemy, which might or might not be monistic, the opus of solve et coagula
begins through a series of dissolutions (solve) of the material into the chaos of the prima materia.
Dissolution occurs through the heating or dissolving of the lesser material, but in spiritual or
Hermetic alchemy, which operates within the holistic paradigm; this could be interpreted as an
old state or age through a symbolic or perhaps even real fire. Given the belief in the unity of

matter, the symbolic understanding could be taken literally and temporalized. From the

402 The Origins of Alchemy in Graeco-Roman Egypt, 253-254. “First, however, the single page called her Goldmaking.
The title is at the top. Three concentric circles enclose axioms. In the first ring we read. ‘One is the All and by it the
All and in it the All and if it does not contain the All it is nothing.” In the inner ring: ‘The Serpent is One, he who has
the Venom with two compositions’, synthemata. That is, the effective force comes from the unity achieved out of the
fusion of the two opposites. In the centre are the signs of mercury, silver and gold; the rayed sun-sign is that found also
in Assyria and in the heretical Valentinian writings. Below on the left is the serpent Ouroboros making a circle with
his tail in his mouth and enclosing the axiom, ‘One the All’. On the right is an alembic with two points; on its furnace
is the word phota, flames, lights.”

408 Udo Becker, Lexikon der Symbole (Freiburg: Herder, 1998) 211.

404 The Dictionary of Alchemical Imagery, 36.
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dissolution into prima materia, the materials separate and the better ones rise to the top of the
alembic. Materials like sulphur and mercury, but also states like hot and cold; dry and moist;
fixed and volatile; active and receptive as well as conditions like spirit and body; form and
matter; male and female but also good and evil are posited against each other. The repetition of
this process should result in the material or the alchemist’s progressive purification (coagula). In
spiritual alchemy, the first phase of the fusion or conjoining of opposites (coniunctio) is the black
phase (nigredo), signifying the darkened matter of the prima materia into which the alchemist
psychically descends. In this melancholic or depressed state, the alchemist often speaks of
himself in disparaging terms, like “mud” or “dung.” It appears to be similar to the Christian
mystics “dark night of the soul,” although the understanding of God is totally different. The
Christian mystic plunges into the “dark night,” because he or she profoundly experiences the
absence of God. The focus is on relationship or the experience of a lack of one, whereas the
nigredo is an experience of the alchemist’s mediocre self, which he wants to overcome through
his own will power.

In Hermetic alchemical texts like the Koré Kosmou, references to the Mysteries of the
“Chthonic Demeter” or “Demeter Melaine” are an allusion to the first phase of the self-divinizing
process. In alchemical language, the nigredo is the stage where a supposed outmoded or
degenerated form of being or age is “killed” so that it can be regenerated into something “new.”
According to Abraham, the nigredo is often seen as a “time of bloodshed and lamentation.”*%
Given its connections to the Mysteries, this supports our contention that actual violence,

euphemistically spoken of as sacrifice, lurks behind alchemical language.

Conclusions and Comments
The connections between the Ouroboros, Zeus, Hades, Aion, Mercury-Hermes and Dionysos are

striking. In a world where “All is One,” these deities function similarly and are different names
given to different aspects of the same process. As we saw in Hermetic alchemy, the
transmutation of lead into gold had not so much to do with increasing one’s material wealth as
with one’s own private initiatic transmutation into the prized “Philosopher’s Stone,” that is, into a
god. Structurally, the process of self-divinization in magic and Hermetic alchemy are analogous
to the Mystery Religions. The one who understands the mechanism of destroying and creating
oneself, like a shaman, pagan priest, magician or alchemist knows that good can be pitted against
evil in a coniunctio oppositorum, or fusion of opposites, to bring about a higher synthesis or

“something new.” A higher synthesis occurs through dialectic or reversals, well understood in

405 The Dictionary of Alchemical Imagery, 135.
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the world of the occult and symbolized by the Ouroboros. This is the world of magical causality,
where the will takes priority over reason. Based on description in Homer and Greek tragedy,
Burkert describes the complex path that led to “the center of the sacred experience,” whose “final
goal is the sacrificial stone, the altar ‘set up’ long ago, which is to be sprinkled with blood.
Usually a fire is already ablaze on top of it.” (Italics mine)*®® Considering our discussion of the
necessity of sacrifice or self-sacrifice for alchemical divinization, perhaps it is not so far fetched

to see the “Philosopher’s Stone” as the altar stone?

406 Homo Necans, 3-4.
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I1. Hermetism and the Presocratic Tradition

A. The Hermetic Tradition
1. The Preservation of Marginalized Traditions
As discussed above, the Corpus Hermeticum and the Hermetic Tradition reflect an attempt in late

Antiquity and Hellenism to syncretize all existing forms of knowledge into one great Tradition,
under the umbrella of the legendary Egyptian priest Hermes Trismegistus. Until the work of
Frances Yates, the Corpus Hermeticum was understood to fall within the larger framework of late
Platonism and Neo-Platonism. Recently, Peter Kingsley has further contributed to a better
understanding of ancient Hermetism by suggesting that it also preserved essential elements of the
Pythagorean-Empedoclean tradition and its animistic worldview. This does not exclude the
acceptance of certain elements of Platonism, Neoplatonism, Stoicism, Gnostic Judaism, etc.
within the Hermetic texts. According to Kingsley, the animistic-magical worldview of
Presocratic philosophers dominated until it was maligned, reversed and “rationalized” by Plato
and Aristotle. In later Antiquity, the Hermetica served as a literary vehicle to gather and preserve
these maligned ideas, and acted like a magnet for all sorts of alternative traditions.*” In his view,
the Platonists were to the Presocratic Pythagorean tradition what the Protestant Reformers were to
the Roman Catholic Church. Both later traditions tended to rationalize and “spiritualize” the
older tradition, which led to the beginning of a new tradition — with elements of the old.*%®
Kingsley posits that the Hermetic Tradition was originally, primarily preserved through
the pagan inhabitants of the Northern Mesopotamian town of Harran located close to the Turkish
town of Urfa. In our discussion of the Picatrix, we saw that in the Hebrew Bible, Harran was the
hometown of Abraham’s father, Terah (Gen 11:31), and well-known for idol worship. Initially,
Harran successfully resisted forced Muslim conversion, but later developed its own brand of
Hermetic Islam.*® The Ghayat al-Hakim or the Picatrix expresses this pre-Christian and pre-
Islamic tradition that Tamara Green claims, in The City of the Moon God, could have been written
in the community of the “Brethren of Purity” (Ikhwan al-Safa). These Islamic Hermeticists
professed a Harranian doctrine, which was promulgated by an extreme Ishma’ili faction.*°
Before forced Muslim conversion, the Harranites appropriated the name of “Sabeans,” a group

that was tolerated by Mohammad in the Koran as “believers,” along with Christians and Jews.*!!

407 peter Kingsley, Ancient Philosophy, Mystery, and Magic: Empedocles and Pythagorean Tradition (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1995) 80.

408 Ancient Philosophy, Mystery, and Magic, 211.

409 Brian P. Copenhaver, “Introduction,” Hermetica: The Greek Corpus Hermeticum and the Latin Asclepius in a new
English translation with notes and introduction (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992, reprint 2000) xIv-xIvi.
410 Tamara M. Green, The City of the Moon God: Religious Traditions of Harran in Religions in the Graeco-Roman
World (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1992) 181, 186.

411 cf. The Koran, Suras: “The Cow”, “The Table”, “Pilgrimage” (In this passage, the status of Sabeans, is ambiguous,
because “true believers” seem to be distinguished from Jews, Christians, Sabeans, Magi and pagans).
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The Harranites “took Hermes as their prophet, whom they identified with the Quranic Idris and
the biblical Enoch. Forced conversions intensified in the early ninth century, yet the Hermetic
Sabi’ians held out until the middle of the eleventh century, producing several important scholars,
of whom the greatest was Thabit ibn Qurrah in the ninth century.”*2

In the Middle Ages, most western European knowledge of these occult traditions were
preserved and passed on by Muslims, who were associated with the abovementioned Shi’ite
Ishma’ili tradition. This tradition was “well known for assimilating Greek and other pre-Islamic
traditions into the schemes of prophesy and revelation.”*® The Sufis, known as the mystical
branch of Islam, were also transmitters of this tradition.** In a later article (2000), Kingsley
explicitly says that after the Islamic incursion, the Hermetic tradition was kept alive through
alchemical circles in Egypt. “And we can still trace the paths along which it passed, through the
early Islamic world, into Persian Sufism. There were Sufis who were fully aware of this process
of transmission; and their perception of the continuity was basically quite correct even down to
the smallest details.”*® It is interesting that Kingsley’s more spiritual book on Parmenides, In the
Dark Places of Wisdom, was published by The Golden Sufi Center in Inverness, California. This

group promotes Kingsley’s work on their website.

2. Turba Philosophorum
One of the most important pieces of evidence of the Arabic transmission of the alchemical

Hermetic Tradition is the important, but fragmentary Mushaf al-jama’a or the Tome of the
Gathering. This text was partially translated into Latin under the title, Turba philosophorum or
the Gathering of the Philosophers. The Arabic original is a clear reworking of earlier Greek
material within the new Islamic religious context.*® Haage says that the “Turba first appears in
manuscripts of the 12 century, a Latin edition was first printed in Basle in 1572, and the first
German translation by Paul Hildenbrandt appeared at Frankfurt in 1597.”**" This means that after
the Reformation, the text was generally available. As Kingsley notes, “in both cases the title
refers to a gathering of ancient philosophers under the presidency of Pythagoras.”**® Only sparse
fragments of the Arab document survive; however, in the Latin document, we meet once again

the Presocratic philosopher Empedocles, who states that “air is an attenuated form of water.” He

412 Brian P. Copenhaver, “Introduction,” Hermetica, xIvi.

413 Ancient Philosophy, Mystery and Magic, 377.

414 Ancient Philosophy, Mystery and Magic, 381; Brian P. Copenhaver, “Introduction,” Hermetica, XIv.

415 Peter Kingsley, “An Introduction to the Hermetica: Approaching Ancient Esoteric Tradition,” From Poimandres to
Jacob Bohme: Gnosis, Hermetism and the Christian Tradition, ed. Roelof van den Broek and Cis van Heertum
(Amsterdam: In de Pelikaan, 2000) 38.

416 Ancient Philosophy, Mystery and Magic, 60.
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418 Ancient Philosophy, Mystery and Magic, 56.
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makes a cryptic speech wherein he locates the sun in the very center of the earth “(solis autem
punctus in medio rubei, qui est pullus).”*°

Kingsley’s contention is not only that the Hermetic Tradition survived thanks to Arab
Muslim intellectuals, a fact recognized by most scholars, but also that the Hermetic Tradition —
and, hence, the Ishama’ili/Sufi Muslims -- were the curators of the Pythagorean-Empedoclean
tradition, albeit embedded and disguised within the Neoplatonic framework of the Hermetica.
Although modern scholarship criticizes the text as “degenerate,” according to Kingsley, this is
due to its own Platonic prejudices, based on expectations that the Hermetica are trying to imitate
mainstream Greek philosophical traditions and nothing else. Kingsley sees the matter differently;

the document is a key to better understand the early Presocratic philosophy.

Empedocles’ cosmological speech in the Turba has a clear basic structure. After the opening
statement that air is rarefied form of water we are presented with a scheme of water under the
earth and the, at the earth’s center, of fire underneath the water. Plessser was at his least
successful in dealing with this particular speech; Ruska has already pointed out that the doctrine
of water inside the earth was a genuine item of Empedocles’ teaching, but he overlooked even
that. In fact however we have not just one, or two, but three pieces of Empedoclean doctrine
mentioned in succession. First the idea that aer is rarefied form of water, second the idea that
there are large amounts of water under the earth, and third the idea that underneath this water
there is a central fire. We find these ideas attributed to Empedocles in the Placita, in the
Aristotelian Problems, in Plutarch, Seneca, and Philo of Alexandria.*?

Kingsley further claims that the Latin Turba, with its Empedoclean cosmological speech,
maintains broad parallels with another Greek-Egyptian alchemical work by a certain Egyptian
Olympiodorus of Alexandria. This text “cites the views of Presocratics on cosmology within a
specifically alchemical context. The work in question happens to be a commentary on an
alchemical text by Zosimus of Panopolis; as such, it provides one further testimony to the close
interchange of alchemical and philosophical traditions up and down the Nile, between Alexandria
in the north and Panopolis or Akhmim in the south.”*?! That is to say, the Presocratic tradition of
Empedocles was already connected to both Hermetism and alchemy in Antiquity. This explains

why Presocratic philosophers like Empedocles were accepted as “living examples” by alchemists

and magicians in the Renaissance, but also in the nineteenth century occult revival and beyond.*?2

419 Ancient Philosophy, Mystery and Magic, 56-57.

420 Ancient Philosophy, Mystery and Magic, 64.

421 Ancient Philosophy, Mystery and Magic, 60.

422 Kingsley also refers to the “New Age” father Carl Jung’s intimate knowledge of alchemical literature, especially
those texts attributed to Zosimus. This gives further credence to our contention discussed later in this work that not
only Blavatsky’s Theosophical Society, but also Jung is a modern transmitter of the hermetic alchemical tradition. His
work may provide a link between New Age and the philosophy of Friedrich Nietzsche, which could be the subject of
later research. Kingsley’s promotion of Jung also shows his own connections to contemporary esotericism.
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3. The Generative Underworld Sun
As seen earlier, in the Latin version of the Turba, Empedocles says that the generative sun is

located in the center of the Earth. Not only was this a Presocratic notion, but Kingsley says that
“the idea of the sun growing out of the middle of the earth was fundamental to alchemical
doctrine... this same basic idea of a fiery, generative point at the heart of matter can be traced
back to Gnostic writings of the very first centuries AD. To this we can add that in Greek
alchemical tradition the image of a point at the centre of a circle had for centuries been a common
symbol used to denote the sun, the alchemical egg, and the generative, fiery principle of red
sulphur. The manuscript reading is plainly correct, and Empedocles’ teaching in the Turba is
clear: the fire at the centre of the earth gives birth to the visible sun.”*?® According to
Empedocles’ fragment (F) B52, “many fires burn beneath the earth,”*?* and as Kingsley points
out the “visible sun is his chief example of elemental fire in the world around us.”*?® Kingsley
claims that the doctrine of the subterranean sun is essential to understand Empedocles’
“cosmology” and the basic principles of alchemy, as we have shown to be practiced within the
Hermetic holistic paradigm. Since the visible sun is a symbol of alchemical or philosophical
gold, or the final stage of purification, the rubedo, the subterranean sun is a symbol of the
beginning of the creative process or the nigredo. The alchemical notion of the Sol Niger or the
“black sun” refers to the black phase, where everything is dissolved or “killed.” In this phase, the
light of the visible sun is said to be extinguished or eclipsed so that the cosmos can later resurrect
into a new form.*?® The celestial sun represents the final phase of the purification process, where
the world as we know it evolved up through the “fires that burn beneath the surface of the earth.”
This idea has parallels in the Stoic idea of the pur technikon, discussed earlier. In their
understanding, the primal fire gives birth to the cosmos and is connected to the doctrine of world
conflagration, or ekpurosis, and the eternal return of the same.

Kingsley points out that the Turba’s alchemical account is in accordance with
Empedocles’ own doctrine of the creation of the world by the “Mind,” whose thoughts rush
through the whole cosmos.*?” The idea that God is “Mind” is found in the existing fragments and
other witnesses to his teachings, like Simplicus, Plutarch and Philo. This does not mean that
Empedocles was an idealist, in the nineteenth century sense, but that the world of matter was

conscious to varying degrees, the human being the most conscious on the visible scale.

423 Ancient Philosophy, Mystery and Magic, 57-58.

424 Empedocles, “B 52 = 227,” Empédocle: Les Origines, ed and trans. Jean Bollack (Paris: Les Editions de Minuit,
1969) 88-89.

425 Ancient Philosophy, Mystery and Magic, 50. Cf. B22.1.
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427 B 134 = F 26. See Robin Waterfield, The First Philosophers: The Presocratics and the Sophists (Oxford: Oxford
World Classics, 2000) 151.
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Furthermore, Kingsley believes that the way Empedocles passes his knowledge on to Pausanias,
from master to disciple, resonates with the esoteric practices of ancient magicians and alchemists,
finding parallels in other ancient magical and hermetic texts.*?

That leaves us with Empedocles’ promise to his disciple to make his magical powers available to
‘you alone’ (povvat cot). This, quite obviously, has nothing to do with assumptions about ‘a
very limited audience’ being capable of understanding his complex philosophical arguments. On
the other hand, it has everything to do with the established tradition throughout the ancient world
of transmitting esoteric and magical powers on a one-to-one basis from spiritual (as well as
physical) ‘father’ to ‘son’. The closest parallels to Empedocles’ assurances that he will ‘make all
these things come true for you alone” — and they are the only real parallels in the whole surviving
body of Graeco-Egyptian mysticism: the magical papyri (especially the famous Paris papyrus),
the Hermetica and alchemical literature.*?®

From this, amongst the other evidence stated above, Kingsley posits that the Hermetic Tradition
is an important transmitter of the magical-philosophy or philosophical magic of the Pythagorean-
Empedoclean tradition. What we have seen is that these traditions are also related to the practice
of alchemy, which seems to have been connected to the philosophy of Empedocles from the
beginning. If this is true then it opens a new perspective for the interpretation of the hermetic
material, its influence on Western thought and the transmission of Presocratic thought.

B. The Pythagorean-Empedoclean Tradition in Late Antiquity
As observed earlier, the Pythagorean-Empedoclean tradition shares the same type of ecstatic

mindset as the Hermetic Tradition, one that is rooted in the ancient Greek shamanic tradition of
the iatromantis. In both traditions, and as discussed earlier, the dichotomy between “philosophy
and theology” or “theory and praxis” is a false one. Friedrich Nietzsche, writing as a classical
philologist, noted in his Basle lectures on the Presocratics that mythical and scientific thinking
went together in the person of Empedocles, making him difficult to understand. “He rides both
steeds, jumping back and forth. Here and there allegory obviously takes the place of myth: thus
29430

he believes in all the gods, but he calls his own natural scientific aspects by these names.

According to Kingsley:

The Hermetica present much the same kind of mixture of observation of the natural world
combined with a guiding awareness of divine revelation we find in Empedocles: when we look
closely at Empedocles’ poetry, and at the Hermetica, it becomes clear that what was considered
important by the authors in both cases, was an inner sense of revelation capable of pointing to the
real nature and significance of things outwardly observed. The revelation -- observation

428 The First Philosophers, (Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers 8.59.5-13) 142,

429 Ancient Philosophy, Mystery and Magic, 221.

430 Friedrich Nietzsche, The Pre-Platonic Philosophers, trans. Greg Whitlock (Urbana: University of Illinois Press,
1995) 115.
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dichotomy is a false one; ...This comparison between the Hermetica and Empedocles is not
inappropriate: we saw earlier that there are specific historical links, as well as purely formal
analogies, between them.*3

1. Empedocles and Zoroastrian latromantism

The legacy of Empedoclean thought only exists in fragments of poems or of a single poem,
dispersed and preserved through various writers’ testimonies throughout Antiquity. More of
Empedocles’ work survives than other Presocratics, a witness to his influence and importance for
later Greek thinkers. Whether these fragments belong to one great epic or to several (two) poems,
On Nature and Purifications, is debated.**? Tradition has it that On Nature was a private poem
written to his disciple Pausanias, while Purifications was written to the population of Argacas
concerning ritual sacrifice.*®® Kingsley believes that Empedocles’ cosmological account was
strongly influenced by his experience on and knowledge of the volcanic island, Sicily, but also
the myths as well as ecstatic and magical traditions of Asia Minor (e.g. Anatolian) and the Near
East (e.g. Sumerian and Zoroastrian).*3*

It is difficult to be certain about what Empedocles actually taught. As a thinker, he was
influenced to some extent by his predecessors Heraclitus of Ephesus (in Asia Minor), Parmenides
of Elea (a city in southern Italy that was settled by peoples of Asia Minor) and Anaxagoras of
Clazomenae (in Asia Minor). Scholarship also maintains that he was an important conveyor of
Pythagorean doctrine. Pythagoras was born on the Greek island of Samos, but around 530 BC, he
moved to Croton in Southern Italy. He would have been familiar with the thought and myths of
nearby Miletus in Asia Minor and Anatolia, but also those of the Persians (Sumerian, Babylonian)
and the traditions of the Zoroastrian magi who, before the first Persian war in 490 BC, traded
with the peoples of Asia Minor.**® Kingsley contends that Pythagoras brought many of these
more oriental traditions and ideas with him to Southern Italy.

Charles Kahn, in Pythagoras and the Pythagoreans: A Brief History, adds that
Pythagoras fits “the paradigm of the theios anér, the ‘divine man’ who absorbs all forms of
wisdom in order to become a sage, a seer, a teacher, and a benefactor of the human race.”*%®

Although a contentious issues amongst scholars, this made Pythagoras an important conveyor of

431 Ancient Philosophy, Mystery and Magic, 372-373.
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the shamanic tradition of the iatromantis, whose practitioners were considered “divine.” For
example, Pythagoras’ followers thought that he was an incarnation of the god Apollo, whose
“supernatural status was confirmed by a golden thigh and the gift of bilocation.”*¥ Kingsley
believes that Parmenides also participated in the iatromantic tradition. Based on a Greek
inscription found in 1962, “Parmenides son of Pyres Ouliades Physikos,” Kingsley says that
Parmenides was a priest of Apollo, whom the Pythagoreans worshiped. “‘Physikos’ was a title
given to healers and later to alchemists and magicians.”**® Pythagorean thought, which
Empedocles and Parmenides inherited, was an important synthesizer of myth and ideas that
originated from the ancient Near East.**°

Piers Vitebsky, in The Shaman, sees many shamanic elements in old Greek culture.*
Nevertheless, many scholars do not or do not want to see any possible connections with the
shamanic tradition and the development of Greek philosophy. Most of these scholars see Greek
philosophy as an unbroken line of development beginning with the Presocratics and achieving an
apotheosis in the thought of Plato and Aristotle. That is to say, the association of early Greek
philosophy with the practices of shamans would seem to undermine the respectability of their
own profession. Ava Chitwood, in Death by Philosophy: The Biographical Tradition in the Life
and Death of Archaic Philosophers Empedocles, Heraclitus, and Democritius, is illustrative of
this line of thought. Chitwood gives an extremely good description of how these three early
philosophers were viewed by ancient sources, primarily Diogenes Laertius, showing how they
were easily connected with the practice of magic. Nevertheless, she is unable to make the
connection between these Presocratic philosophers and the “shamanic elements in old Greek
culture.” For her, entertaining the idea that western philosophy might have been borne out of the
ecstasies of primitive witchdoctors discredits the entire western philosophical enterprise.

Interpreting “mysticism” as a characteristic of Eastern thought alone, she says:

Of equal, if not greater concern, is the recent and quite disturbing tendency of some scholars to
reshoulder West’s and Bernal’s burden of importing eastern beliefs and origins to western
philosophers such as Empedocles. Empedocles is not a mystic, a magician, or, God help us, a
shaman; to suggest that Empedocles is other than a philosopher is to discredit the western, Greek
tradition of philosophical thought and speculation and to find the absolute worst in biographers
like Diogenes Laertius.*

437 pythagoras and the Pythagoreans, 5.
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An adherent of Chitwood’s “disturbing tendency,” what Chitwood interprets as derogatory
nonsense, Kingsley takes as an important clue for further interpretation. Kingsley believes that
the iatromantic tradition, i.e. the shamanic ability to descend into and re-ascend from the
Underworld, a realm where one usually never returns, was first passed into Greece via Asia
Minor by Zoroastrian magi. In Antiquity, the magi were known to be the first magicians and the
term magician or magus is derived from the Zoroastrian priestly tradition. According to Georg
Luck in Arcana Mundi: Magic and the Occult in the Greek and Roman Worlds: “The very word
magic, which is derived from magoi, a Median tribe or caste recognized in ancient Iran as
specialists in ritual and religious knowledge: Sometimes they are associated with the cult of fire.
As we know from Apuleius’ Apology, the Greeks and Romans saw in the magoi the priests of
Zoroaster (Zarathustra) and Ormazd (Ahura Mazda), but these two divine or semidivine beings
were also considered the inventors of magic.”*** At some time, the legend grew that Empedocles
was even taught by Zoroastrian magi.*®

Unable to see or unwilling to admit the connections between the shamanistic tradition,
Greek Presocratics and Zoroastrian magi, Eliade, in Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy,
claims that although the Zoroastrian religion shows no broad structural signs of shamanism, he
admits that there are elements of the religion that do, making it possible that Zoroaster might have
had shamanistic experiences.*** In fact, legend tells us that Zoroaster spent ten years in a cave,
before he had his first vision of Ahura Mazda,**® whom the Zoroastrians worshipped as the one
supreme God. Spending a long time in a cave is typical of shamanic behavior, although not
necessarily. Kingsley claims that Parmenides spent extended periods in a darkened cave, or a
pholeos, a technique used to induce a shamanic vision.**® Fragment B 111 is the clearest
evidence of Empedocles’ shamanic background and, therefore, the ecstatic framework of early

Greek philosophy:

All of the potions [remedies, magic charms] (poppaxa) there are that ward off ills and old age
you shall learn, since for you alone will I fulfil them all. You will halt the energy of the untiring
winds, which blast the earth with their gusts and wither the fields, and again, if you want, you will
bring back compensatory winds. After dark rain you will make dry heat, seasonable for men, and

442 Georg Luck, Arcana Mundi: Magic and the Occult in the Greek and Roman Worlds (Baltimore: John Hopkins
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after the dry heat of summer, to nourish the trees, you will make streams, which flow through the
aither. And you will bring out of Hades the energy of a man who has died.*’

In B 111, Empedocles says that — like a parhedros — he will enter into an exclusive relationship
with his disciple and transfer his magical knowledge, after which he will be able to descend and
ascend into Hades, assuming the role of a psychopomp, or an escort to the realm of the
netherworld and back. In Shamanism, Eliade states that “the shaman is also a magician and
medicine man; he is believed to cure, like all doctors, and to perform miracles of the fakir type,
like all magicians, whether primitive or modern. But beyond this, he is a psychopomp, and he
may also be a priest, mystic and poet.”**® Interestingly enough, from the existing material, we
gather that Empedocles was all of these things. When we put all of these elements together, we
see how the Hermetic tradition is a carrier of an ecstatic religious experience developed by the
early Greek Presocratics, but perhaps via the Persian (Zoroastrian) shamanic traditions, although
this is certainly debatable.

2. The Enigmatic Teachings of Empedocles

a. ARiddle
In the beginning of his magnum opus, Kingsley attempts to solve an important riddle that

Empedocles left behind. It is a riddle that has been, according to him, misinterpreted since
Antiquity, but essential for understanding his original cosmology. For him, its misinterpretation
by ancient writers is a sign that later more rational writers had in fact lost much of Empedocles’
thought. As a thinker, it is known that Empedocles was a pluralist, challenging the basic
Parmenedian theory of universal unity. He held that not one, but four basic elements constitute
the world. These elements, which he calls roots, are aither (oufnp), later interpreted as air (anp),
earth (ynv), fire (mvp) and water (Vdwp),**® and are in perpetual mixture and separation. In turn,
the elements or roots are moved and mixed by two forces, he calls Love (ctopyn or ¢iiie) and
Strife (vewog). In another fragment, he produces a riddle that associates the physical elements
with the names of gods: “brilliant Zeus, life giving Hera, Aidoneus, and Nestis, who soaks [the
underground] human springs with her tears,”*** implying they have a consciousness of their own.

Love is with Aphrodite,** but also Cypris or Harmony.
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By calling the elements “roots,” he suggests their vitality*®? as well as points to their
subterranean origin. According to Kingsley, whose analysis has been accepted by Waterfield,*>
Aidoneus is another, more poetical, name for Hades** and Nestis is the local Sicilian secret cult
name used in the Mysteries of Demeter and Persephone.** The identification of Nestis with
Persephone is plausible, since Zeus and Hera as well as Hades and Persephone (Nestis) are
married couples, maintaining the riddle’s poetic parallelism. In Antiquity, the riddle of the
corresponding deity to the element was much debated, because Zeus became associated with fire.
However, in the nineteenth century, scholars began to associate Aidoneus, or Hades with fire,
given his association with the underground and the many subterranean fires that burn in his realm,
especially in Sicily. The confusion with Zeus might have been due to the ancient reference dating
from Roman times that Hades is the “terrestrial Zeus.”*® Kingsley devotes a considerable
amount of his book to solving Empedocles’ riddle and supports the nineteenth century, albeit at
that time not well argued, position of Erwin Rohde.**” Kingsley says, “Zeus is air, Hera earth,
Hades fire, and Nestis water.”*® He claims that the association of Hades with the fire has
nothing to do with later “rational” Greek thought, but brings us into the domain of poetry, myth,
the Mysteries, esoteric tradition*®® and, as argued, with alchemy.

b. Evolution from out of the Ground
In fragment B 62, Empedocles says, “But now hear the account that follows of how the shoots [or

saplings, oprnkag) of the wretched human race, men and women, were raised at night by fire as it
separated. The tale is true and informative. First there arose from the earth whole-natured shapes
with a portion of both water and heat, their arising forced by the urge of fire to reach its kin. Not
yet did they display bodies fair with limbs, nor voice, nor again the human characteristic of
speech.”#¢ Prefiguring modern evolutionary theory, according to Empedocles, original
humanity shot up out of the ground like plants. However, without the sun to warm them, the first
people did not have our features. Eventually, the elemental fire at the center of the earth, and

presided over by Hades, ascended and became the sun. Therefore, “the source of daylight and

452 The First Philosophers, 134.

453 The First Philosophers, 135.

454 Ancient Philosophy, Mystery and Magic, 13.

455 Ancient Philosophy, Mystery and Magic, 354.

456 Ancient Philosophy, Mystery and Magic, 47.

47 Curt Paul Janz, Friedrich Nietzsche Complete Biografie, Vol. I, Dutch trans. by C. W. A. J. A. Walraven (Baarn:
Tirion, 1999) 275. Rohde was at one time an intimate friend of Friedrich Nietzsche. One should not underestimate the
influence of Rohde on Nietzsche, for it was from him that Nietzsche gained the insight that with the arrival of Dionysos
in the West, a new and strange form of religious feeling and acting began to take root.

458 Ancient Philosophy, Mystery and Magic, 47.

459 Ancient Philosophy, Mystery and Magic, 48.

460 B 62 = F 31, The First Philosophers, 152-153.

122



illumination derives ultimately from the dark depths of the Underworld.”*®! For Empedocles,
there is a powerful similarity between the sun and the Underworld, between light and dark, as two
sides of the same coin.

The motif of the underworld sun is also found in many Near Eastern, Indo-European and
Egyptian myths. For example in Sumerian legend, “it was thought that the sun passed through
gates guarding the Underworld each day as it rose and set, even though it was described as
residing in the ‘interior’ of heaven overnight.”*®? This means that the location of “heaven” was
considered to be underground. In Egypt, the sun god Ra passed through the Underworld every
night in his barque. Throughout the night, he “had to contend with his arch-enemy, the snake
Apep, but in the last hours he himself entered a great snake from which he emerged rejuvenated,
to be reborn at dawn.”*® The story reminds us of the alchemical Ouroboros, the cosmic snake
who eats his own tail.

How would Empedocles have knowledge of the subterranean origins of the cosmos? As
stated, according to Kingsley, Empedocles fell within the shamanic tradition of the iatromantis,
whose profession necessitated regular voyages to the Underworld, where he had been initiated
and received knowledge. Those who were able to complete this journey, returned with
experiential knowledge as well as a divine status. Empedocles’ doctrine probably constitutes one
of the oldest strata of Greek myth, one that was accepted by Parmenides, Empedocles’ shamanic
predecessor,** but also Pythagoras, who was also known to take trips to the Underworld and
return alive.*® The idea that light originates in the darkness of the Underworld and that life is
generated from death, since Hades is the realm of the dead, had important theological
implications, which traditional Judaism and Christianity rejected.*®® This paradoxical imagery of
“light at the depths of darkness,” whose origin was volcanic, was taken up by alchemists from
late antiquity to the Renaissance as well as in the alchemical Arabic Mushaf and Latin Turba,

mentioned earlier.*”
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c. The World as Pleon.
As discussed, Empedocles taught that the world consists of four roots or elements (air, earth, fire,

water). The two forces or drives (Love: storge or philia and Strife: neikos) bring about the
mixing and separation of the elements or roots.  Storge is a rare word used for “familial
affection” between parents and children, or the instinctive affection that animals feel for their
biological young. Philia means love, or friendship. In both cases, this kind of love implies a
fundamental sympathy, based on sameness, either through biological relatedness or similar
interests. Clara Elizabeth Millerd, in On the Interpretation of Empedocles, says that for
Empedocles, Love and Strife “are two important elements of experience universalized. The poet
himself tells us that Love is the same as she that is implanted in the human frame, who is the
source of kindly feeling of men toward one another.”*® Waterfield says that “Love’s tendency is
to unify things, that of strife to separate them; ... Thus while any static object in the world could
be explained as a proportionate mixture of the elements, many processes in the world can be
explained as some kind of balance between the action of love and strife.”*® Love is a unifying
force and is creative, while Strife is a force of separation and is destructive; yet, both forces are
needed for world harmonization. This process is extrapolated to a cosmic scale, where
Empedocles believed that the world is subject to eternally repeated cosmic cycles, where either
Love or Strife is dominant.*”® In times of peace and unity, Love prevails, but in times of violence
and war, the pendulum swings towards Strife. Although Love and Strife are opposed to each
other, they need each other to maintain the order of cosmos.

Corpus Hermeticum (CH) XII, 15 and 18 mirror the Empedoclean tradition that proposes
an infinite tension between Love and Strife. According to these texts, the destructive process of
separation should not be seen as annihilation. Nothing is totally destroyed. Empedocles says this
in fragment B 8 (Waterfield). “Listen now to a further point: no mortal thing has a beginning, nor
does it end in death and obliteration; there is only a mixing and then a separating of what was
mixed, but by mortal men these processes are named ‘beginnings’.”*"* Unlike the more static
Platonic worldview, Empedocles saw reality as basically “energy” and “forces,” which
perpetually constituted and reconstituted themselves under the influence of the above two
mentioned principles, Love and Strife. This doctrine is reproduced in CH XI, 5, XII 8 and

especially CH XII 20, where Hermes says, “And god, who is energy and power, surrounds
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everything and permeates everything, and understanding of god is nothing difficult, my child.” In

fragment, B 17, Empedocles speaks about his cosmology:

A double tale I will tell. For at one time they grew [became] to be one alone, instead of many,
and then again they divided into many instead of one. The birth of moral things is twofold, and
twofold their departure [dispersement]. When the roots all meet the one is born and destroyed,
and when they divide again the other is nourished and dispersed. The roots never cease from
continuous alternation: Now are they brought together by love until all are one, Now all are born
asunder by the hostility of strife, until they grow together as one and the totality [abundance, or
insatiability, as in greediness or a desire to have more] (wieov), is overcome [accomplishes itself]
(exteleBovot). Thus, in that they have learnt to become one from many and turn into many again
when the one is divided, in this sense they come to be and have an impermanent life; but in that
they never cease from continuous alternation, they are forever unchanging in cycle. ...

Fire and water and earth and the boundless height of aither, and, separate from them, deadly
strife, alike on every side, and, among them love, equal in length and breadth. Look on her with
your mind; do not use your eyes and sit bewildered. She is regarded even by mortals as inherent
in their bodies, and thanks to her they can feel affection and perform deeds of unity; The names
by which they call her are Joy and Aphrodite. No moral man has seen her whirling among the
roots, but | would have you attend to the true course of my account. The roots are all equal and
just as old as one another, but each has a different domain and its own rightful place, and they
rule in turn, one after the other, as time goes around. Nothing comes into existence or ceases to
exist; there is only them. For if they were constantly perishing, they would no longer exist. What
might increase in this totality? Where might such a thing come from? And how could it perish,
since there is nothing that lacks them? No, they are just themselves, and by running through one
another they become now this and now that, and remain forever the same. But under love we
unite into a single ordered whole, which under strife once again becomes, instead of one, many,
from which arise all that was and is and will be hereafter. From them trees sprang, and men and
women, animals and birds and water-dwelling fish, and long-lived gods, highest in honour.
Under strife they never cease from shooting up in frequent swirls.*’?

From the above, we see that according to Empedocles, the world or cosmos is a totality and is “all

there is.” Tt is also a pleon (mkeov or mAewwv), a “more,” as in “more than enough.” Pleon is

2% <

related to the verbs mAgovalw (pleonazo), which means “to be or become more,” “to become

99 <c 29 <C 2

great,” “to be present in abundance,” “to grow” or “to increase.” But it can also mean, “to have

29 <

more than is necessary,” “to have too much” [as in redundant], or “to increase.” It is also related
to the verb mieovextew (pleonekteo), which has a more negative connotation. This verb can
mean “to take advantage of,” “to outwit,” “to defraud,” or “to cheat someone through someone.”
For example, a mheovektng (pleonektes) is someone who is greedy, or covetous. And migove&io
(pleonechia) means “greediness, insatiableness, avarice, covetousness, or literally a desire to have

more.”®  For Empedocles, in opposition to Plato, the totality of reality is a Pleon. It is an
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insatiable greedy mass of subterranean energy, which eternally desires to create and destroy itself
again and again, under the direction of the two forces or drives.

Love (storge/philia) and Strife (neikos) are the perpetual mechanism of coming together
and separating that the Pleon needs in order to overcome itself. They never rest and as CH, XI
12, says: “Just as you are no longer a living being if you are idle at your affairs, so, if god is idle,

b

he is no longer god — though it is not right to say so.” This is not the same as the more static
Platonic and Neoplatonic plethora or fullness, but implies a perpetual state of desire, although the
Totality remains the same. The Pleon, or Totality, at its core is desire. It is an insatiable desire
that eternally consumes and is consumed by itself.

From our interpretation of the Pleon, we can see how the alchemical Ouroboros became
the perfect symbol of the cosmos, according to alchemists and Hermeticists, who were indebted to
Empedocles. With the re-popularization of Presocratic philosophy in the Renaissance and
successive hermetic revivals in the Enlightenment and Romanticism, the idea did not die. For
example, the idea of the pleonic Ouroboros reasserts itself in the writings of Friedrich Nietzsche
and his conception of the world as “the Will to Power and nothings besides” (WP, 1067). In Will
to Power, 1066 (1888), Nietzsche writes something about his “new” world-conception, which is
strangely reminiscent of the Ouroboros. He discusses this idea in relation to his doctrine of the
Eternal Recurrence, a doctrine found in the Stoics, but perhaps also in Empedocles’ dialectical
tension between Love and Strife, although this is more difficult to ascertain. Nietzsche considers
this a “new” world-conception, shows that as the idea develops, it retains the fundamental
structure of destruction and creation, or the sentiment that in order to create something “new,”

one must first destroy.

The new world-conception. — The world exists; it is not something that becomes, not something
that passes away. Or rather: it becomes, it passes away, but it has never begun to become and
never ceased from passing away — it maintains itself in both. — It lives on itself: its excrements
are its food... We need not worry for a moment about the hypothesis of a created world. The
concept ‘create’ is today completely indefinable, unrealizable; merely a word, a rudimentary
survival from the ages of superstition;

Lately one has thought several times to find a contradiction in the concept ‘temporal infinity of
the world in the past’ (regressus in infinitum): one has even found it, although at the cost of
confusing the head with the tail... (Bold mine).

3. Presocratic Divinity
a. Empedocles and the Hermetic Korée Kosmou
Kingsley gives other examples where the Pythagorean-Empedoclean tradition can be detected in

what we today consider to be purely hermetic material. He claims that the Hermetic text Koré

Kosmou displays strong affinities with Empedocles’ thought. We mentioned Koré Kosmou
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earlier showing its connections to both alchemy and the cult of the chthonic “Demeter Melanie.”
The text couples the practice of philosophy with magic and healing, anticipating “healing” as the
sign of the philosopher-magician’s ultimate goal, which is self-divinization. As Abraham attests,
“All metals were perceived to be potential gold, and the impurities which they contracted in the
mines of the earth where they were formed were thought of as a state of disease or leprosy which
could be cured by the perfect medicine or the philosopher’s stone. ... At the same time the
‘medicine’ is the universal panacea capable of curing man of all weaknesses and diseases,
rejuvenating him and transforming him from earthly into illumined man.”*™

According to the Koré Kosmou, divinized souls “enter into human bodies and become
‘just kings’, ‘true philosophers’, ‘authentic prophets’, and ‘genuine root-cutters’ (rhizotomoi).”*"
First, Kingsley asserts that the word rhizotomoi is another word for healer. He notes that cutting
roots, mentioned in the Koré Kosmou, is the necessary first step to prepare medicinal herbs for the
practice of magic. Second, the list mentioned in the Koré Kosmou is very similar to a list that
Empedocles gives enumerating those who are about to “shoot up” into gods in their next
incarnation. “In the end as prophets, singers of hymns [poets] healers, and leaders they come
among the men of this world, and then they spring up as gods, highest in honour.”#®  Kingsley
takes the association between divinization, healing and roots (i.e. plants) as a reference to
Empedocles’ role as an herbalist and healer. An herbalist was a well-known role in the Greek
world associated with magia naturalis and confirmed by the Greek Magical Papyri, which we
showed earlier to be “technical Hermetica.” Hence, Kingsley believes that the PGM are another
important transmitter of Empedoclean material. For Empedocles, healers (ipoi) as well as
prophets, poets and leaders (i.e. kings) were amongst the list of the highest type of humans.
These had reached the final level of earthly incarnations, before “evolving” into divine status.*”’

Basing himself on G. Zuntz’ recognition of the similarities between Empedocles’ thought
and the Hermetic Koré Kosmou, Kingsley believes we can decipher and supplement our present
knowledge of Empedocles’ magic, but also his doctrine of reincarnation. Although modern
scholarship seemed to place the text within the realm of Plato’s Republic and Phaedo, “Zuntz has
shown that the Hermetic text differs on the most fundamental points from the Platonic myths, and
that the details it preserves must have been derived from early Pythagorean tradition quite
independently of Plato. Early Pythagorean and specifically Empedoclean ideas have been

preserved -- and, naturally enough, further elaborated -- in one of the most typically Egyptian of
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the Hermetica.”*”® If Kingsley’s assessment is correct, then, the Koré Kosmou and PGM are

bearers of a similar tradition, namely, the Pythagorean-Empedoclean one.

b. Presocratic Palingenesia to Platonic Metempsychosis
The idea of reincarnation or metempsychosis (i.e. transmigration) has had a long history in the

West. In fact, the term was first introduced as palingenesia or “re-generation” by Pythagoras and
Empedocles.*”® As far as we know, they developed their ideas independently from similar ideas
in India, although it cannot be ruled out that Pythagoras might have had some contact with Indian
sages before he traveled from lonia to Italy. The term comes from the two Greek words, moiv

EE 1Y

(palin), meaning “to go back,” “to return,” “again” or “once more,” and yeveoig (genesis),

9 ¢ b 1Y

meaning “beginning,” “origin,” “descent,” “generation” or “existence.” Originally, the idea
implied that the quality of one’s re-generation or re-birth in the “next life” was dependent upon
one’s ethical conduct in “this” life.*®® The Presocratic Heraclitus provides an important clue to
the Pythagorean understanding of re-birth and the consciousness of all matter. He says that
“Pythagoras may well have been the deepest in his learning of all men. And still he claimed to
recollect details of former lives, being in one a cucumber and one time a sardine.”*®! According to
contemporary Herodotus of Halicarnassus (484-425 BC), known as the “father of history,” a soul
migrates for 3000 years through the bodies of animals until it becomes a human being.*®
Following the Presocratic scheme, he believed that humans evolved from the ground upwards.
According to Kahn, for all ancient mystics like Empedocles, Pythagoras and the Orphics, “the
highest reward was for the soul to join in the life of the gods, in partial or permanent escape from
the cycle of rebirth.”48

As discussed, the Presocratic notion of the “evolution” of Being starts from the fire in the
bowels of the earth, and eventually emerges to become the fire in the sky, i.e. the sun.*®* From
the hylozoic perspective, human beings spring up like plants from underneath the earth into
existence, and the transmigration of human souls follows an ascending order from the earth

towards the realm of aither and the gods.*®® As discussed, those who were kings or leaders,
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philosophers or poets, prophets, and root-cutters or healers, could ascend to the end-station, the
realm of pure aither.

From the alchemical perspective, because “above is below,” the underground sun and
celestial sun are mirror images of each other. Dionysos and Apollo are essentially the same.
Kingsley states: “The Underworld is a place of paradox and inversion. In particular it is the
place where polar opposites exist and merge, and especially the place where the paradox of
destructive force being converted into creative power is realized at its greatest intensity.”*% For
the Presocratic Empedocles, who lived on the volcanic island of Sicily, the paradoxical realm of
the Underworld is a fiery place. Given his animistic worldview, close proximity to the volcanic
eruptions, where plants seem to miraculously shoot up out of blackened lava rock, would have
informed his thinking about how human life might “evolve” out of the same subterranean realms.
In the ancient imagination, this realm could be easily associated with the Underworld, the
alchemical furnace and the source of life. Following a particular logic, however, if one wanted to
return to one’s divine ethereal origin and escape the cycle of re-birth, then, one would have to
return to the “fiery womb” of Mother Earth and be transmuted through the alchemical process
back into a divine substance.

This idea was taken up by the Orphics and concerned as much the regeneration of the
human person as the cosmos.*®” As mentioned, the Orphics were devoted to the murdered divine
child Dionysos as well as to his mother, Persephone, or Kore.*®® The Orphics claimed that the
poet and musician Orpheus was their founder and had lived much earlier than Homer. Legend has
it that Orpheus, so moved by the death of his wife, Eurydice, descended into Hades in order to
ask Persephone to have her back. Persephone was so moved by his music that she granted his
request, however, forbade him to look around during his ascent. Impatient, he looked back and
Eurydice had to return to the realm of the dead. Orpheus’ death was similar to Dionysos’,
significantly, the god whom the Orphics worshipped. Like Dionysos, he was shred to bits,
ironically, either for having opposed Dionysos’ orgies or for his embitterment towards women, a
sentiment he acquired after Eurydice’s death.*®

Empedocles and the Orphics were also connected to the Pythagoreans, who were said to

follow Apollo. Both the Pythagoreans and the Orphics were said to share the same “way of
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life.”*®®  The Orphics believed that humanity had a double-nature: the bloodthirstiness of the
Titans and the divinity of Dionysos, whom the Titans had murdered and then cannibalized.** For
the Orphics, the goal was to purge their souls of their Titanic nature, so that they could be
released from the cycle of rebirth and return to the pure realm of aither, beyond the sublunary
world of the impure aer or atmosphere. As is clear, aither is the highest level on the Presocratic
scale of Being. However, in order to get there, one must return to the source of Life, the
Underworld Fire, in order to be fully purged of one’s Titanic nature. The future “god” must be
willing to be dismembered and consumed, like Dionysos, and then to be re-born out of his

father’s “thigh.” Perhaps Pythagoras’ “golden thigh” is an allusion to this story.

Aither was the substance, which filled the pure outer reaches of Heaven, beyond the impure
atmosphere (aer) which surrounds the earth and extends as far as the moon. It was in this pure
region that the divinity dwelt, and the aither itself was supposed to be divine. In Euripides it
appears now as the home of Zeus, now as Zeus himself (Eur., frr 487, 877, Nauck). Those then,
who believed the soul to be immortal and divine, were naturally inclined to suppose it made of an
imprisoned spark of aither, which when set free would fly off to rejoin its like. So Euripides
speaks of the mind of the dead as ‘an immoral thing, plunging into the immortal aither’ (Hel
1016). More specifically, it is said to fly to the stars, or become a star, for the aither is the
substance of which the stars, existing as they do in these pure outer regions are made. (Cp.
Avistotle, de caelo, book 1.)... There is also evidence (though it is mostly of Graeco-Roman date)
for the belief that the Milky Way was the abode of souls.*%

According to W. K. C. Guthrie in Orpheus and Greek Religion, “It lies with each of us to choose
which part shall win in the struggle, and according as we let the divine [Dionysos] or the Titanic
nature have the upper hand, so are our lives good or bad.” The Orphics believed that at death a
soul was brought to Hades for judgment, where one was presented with either a punishment or a
reward. Together with one’s previous earthly life, this period took about one thousand years.
When the time of either purgation or enjoyment was complete, one prepared for another life on
earth, where another attempt at divinity was offered. After the new earthly life had been
determined, one was made to drink from the Lethe, whose waters dim recollection. Those who
drank full remained in a state of forgetfulness and would most probably fall into the same bad
Titanic patterns. Those, who drank a little or not at all, had a chance to remember and escape the

cycle of re-birth or palingenesia.*®
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This idea of salvific remembering was re-interpreted by Plato as well as Plotinus. Plato
had encountered many Empedoclean, Pythagorean as well as Orphic ideas on his visit to Sicilian
Pythagoreans in his youth, who were closely associated to Empedocles.*** According to
Kingsley, in the hands of Plato, the more magical and poetic ideas of the Presocratics concerning
cosmogonies and transmigration were reversed as well as abstracted and systematized. He
integrated some of their ideas into his philosophy, but disguised them by simultaneously creating
new myths of his own as well as mocking his sources through irony.

Plato was clearly indebted to Pythagoras, Empedocles and to the Orphics in the
construction of his theory of metempsychosis. His theory of transmigration became the dominant
western theory of the after-life, after the Presocratics and before the rise of Christianity.**® Even
though we cannot know the exact order of Plato’s dialogues, Plato began to play with Orphic
ideas dealing with “immortality of the soul,” “reincarnation” and “recollection” as opposed to
“forgetfulness” in the judgment myth at the end of the Gorgias. In the Meno, through the voice
of Socrates, Plato invoked the authority of “wise priests and priestesses,” who taught a doctrine of
“immortality and transmigration of the soul (81a-b). This could be a veiled reference to the
Mysteries of Demeter and Persephone. According to their teaching, since the soul has seen and
learned everything in its previous existence our learning in this life is really recollection.”*%

In The Great Chain of Being, Arthur O. Lovejoy contends that there are, in fact, two
contradictory ideas concerning the nature of God running through the philosophy of Plato. The
first idea concerns an understanding of an absolutely other-worldly God, the Good God of the
Republic, where Plato lays out his theory of Ideas. This God is “self-sufficient, out of time, alien
to the categories of ordinary human thought and experience, needing no world of lesser beings to
supplement or enhance his own eternal self-contained perfection.” The other idea of God is the
dependent, this-worldly God of the Timaeus. The Timaeus introduces the idea of the Demiurge
and the World-Soul. These two seemingly contradictory ideas were philosophically justified by
claiming that they were but two aspects of the One. Lovejoy thinks that it is probable that these
two ideas represent two distinct strains in Plato’s philosophy.*%’

Although rarely studied today, Plato’s abovementioned Timaeus had a great impact on
the western religious imagination and the understanding of the transmigration of souls or
metempsychosis. In Timaeus 41d, after the Demiurge made individual souls, he “assigned each

soul to a star,” an idea he must have received from Orphic doctrine. Before the Demiurge
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implanted a soul into a body, he drove it around through the universe in a carriage and explained
to it all it would need to know. Once implanted in a body, it would be given innate capacities
such as sense perception. These capacities could experience disturbances, but were also endowed
with love or eros. As with Empedocles’ philia, eros or sexual attraction could also experience its
natural opposite, i.e. strife or repulsion. The movement of the soul from the celestial regions
down to the sensible regions and the use of attraction and repulsion evince the reversal of the
Presocratic ideas, especially those of Empedocles.

In the Timaeus, salvation consists in mastering emotions that allow one to lead a good
life, which is an intelligent life. When one succeeds, one is allowed to return to one’s companion
star, where one can “live a life of happiness that agreed with his character.” (Timaeus 41le -
420)*%® The one who is unable to master emotions and leads a passionate life will “return to
Hades uninitiated and unintelligent.” (Timaeus, 44c) Initiation into some sort of Mystery is
necessary to achieve gnosis about one’s true origin. This gnosis leads to salvation, whereupon

)

one is allowed to return to one’s “star.” According to Kahn, although Plato uses Pythagorean
ideas as a foundation, Plato’s doctrine of metempsychosis is entirely his own attempt to transform
the more mythical and magical Presocratic and Pythagorean doctrine into one of “innate ideas and

a priori knowledge,” in order to make it more rational and epistemic.*%

c. One Bronze Sandal
In the above section, we saw how the Presocratic doctrine of palingenesia was reinterpreted and

reversed by the Platonic school into metempsychosis. Now we will attempt to understand how the
doctrine of palingenesia affected Empedocles’ actual life. Kingsley sees connections between
Empedocles’ philosophy, Hermetism, the Koré Kosmou, the Greek Magical Papyri, especially
the Paris Magical Papyrus, compiled by A. Dieterich in Leipzig in 1891. This later document
mentions “one bronze sandal,” an attribute associated with the Empedoclean legend. In this

document, the “bronze sandal” is portrayed as a well-known magical symbol connected to

498 Plato, Timaeus, trans. Donald J. Zeyl (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 2000) 29.

4% pythagoras and the Pythagoreans: A Brief History, 51. “For the Pythagoreans recollection meant, first of all,
remembering one’s previous incarnations (as Pythagoras himself was reported to have done) and secondly,
remembering the secret passwords and road markers communicated to the initiate for a safe passage in the realm of the
dead. Plato has transformed this magical, ritualistic notion of recollection into an epistemology of innate ideas and a
priori knowledge. The Meno remains silent on the content of such knowledge, but the Phaedo makes clear that the
basis of recollection is prenatal acquaintance with eternal Forms. This experience of the disembodied soul, implied in
the Meno and Phaedo, is fully portrayed only in the myth of the Phaedrus, which depicts a chariot journey of the soul
beyond the visible heavens, in the company of the gods. The Phaedrus further develops the epistemic role of
recollection in the acquisition of concepts (249b-c), and it adds a new explanation for the phenomena of love in terms
of the recollection of Beauty itself (249d-251a). This philosophical theory of recollection, introduced in the Meno and
completed in the Phaedrus, is entirely Plato’s own creation. But he has built it upon a view of the eternal
transmigrating soul that he inherited from the Pythagorean tradition. In this sense, in the Meno and Phaedo Plato has
created a new Pythagorean philosophy.”
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underworld ritual and the magic of Hecate. In Orphic hymns, she is called the “controller of
Tartarus,” a synonym for Hades. Hecate displays a similar function to that of Hermes and
Mercurius. She is “mediator between this world and the next, and grants the magician access to
the underworld, % bringing souls back from the dead, from Hades. Kingsley asserts that “bronze
for the Greeks had a special affinity with the dead, the demonic and the underworld. This was
true in particular for the early Pythagoreans; in connection with the mysteries of Persephone and
Demeter; and in the context of oracles and prophecy. As for the bronze sandal, it points directly
to Hecate and -- through her -- to the Mysteries of Persephone,”® whose cultic center was
situated between Etna and Arcagas (Aggrigento), Empedocles’ hometown.

In a version of the legend passed on to us from Diogenes Laertius’ Lives of Eminent
Philosophers, after Empedocles threw himself into the mouth of the volcano Etna, in Antiquity
known to be an entry point into the Underworld, the mountain supposedly spewed out one
bronze sandal.®® Kingsley accuses Diogenes of discussing this aspect in order to repeat later
criticisms of Empedocles. These criticisms were probably based on an earlier and original
legend that Empedocles had actually thrown himself into the mouth of Etna to confirm that he
had already become a god. It is impossible to tell, but perhaps Empedocles’ leap sparked off a
series of “copy-cat” suicides, provoking more rational and critical philosophers to re-think the
implications of earlier soteriology. Friedrich Nietzsche, brilliant philologist and Dionysian
prophet, emphasized this aspect of Empedocles’ life in his Basle lectures more than one hundred
years earlier. Like Kingsley, Nietzsche told his students that for Empedocles to confirm his
divine status, “he plunges into [Mt] Aetna.”®® For the followers of Empedocles, who practiced a

500 Ancient Philosophy, Mystery and Magic, 238.

501 Ancient Philosophy, Mystery and Magic, 239-240.

502 Cf. T1, The First Philosophers, 140-141. Because the passage in Diogenes Laertius is so important, we quote it
here in full: “There are different accounts of his death. After telling the story about a woman who stopped breathing
and how famous Empedocles became for having restored her corpse to life, Heraclides tells how once Empedocles was
performing a sacrifice near Peisianax’s farm, and he invited some of his friends, including Pausanias. After the feast,
everyone else took themselves off to rest (either under the trees of the nearby farm or elsewhere), but Empedocles
stayed in the place where he had reclined for the meal. When they got up the next day, he alone was nowhere to be
found. They looked for him and questioned the slaves, who said that they had no idea where he was; but one of them
said that in the middle of the night he had heard a supernaturally loud voice calling out Empedocles’ name, and then,
when he had got out of bed, he had seen a light in the sky and torches shining, but nothing else. His friends were
amazed at what had happened, and after Pausanias went home he organized a search party. Later, however, he stopped
them from trying to interfere with events, suggested that prayer was the correct response to what had happened, and
that they ought to sacrifice to Empedocles as though he had become a god. Hermippus, however, says that it was after
Empedocles had cured a woman from Acragas called Pantheia, whom the doctors had declared to be a hopeless case,
that he performed the sacrifice, and that there were almost eighty guests at the sacrificial feast. Hippobotus says that
after he had got up from his couch he made his way to Mount Etna, where he leapt into the craters of fire and made
himself disappear, because he wanted to confirm what people were saying about him -- that he had become a god.
Later, though, according to Hippobotus, he was found out when one of his sandals was disgorged by the mountain,
since he had regularly worn bronze sandals.”

%03 The Pre-Platonic Philosophers, 112.
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similar type of iatromantic magic, the single bronze sandal would have been their sign that he had
actually accomplished his task.

Kingsley says that “what the motif of the bronze sandal has succeeded in doing is to
plunge us into a web of correspondences linking the magical papyri themselves not only with the

legend of Empedocles’ death but also with Empedocles’ life and his own ideas.”®* The world of

99 <¢ 99 <¢ 99 ¢

the ancient shaman envisioned “rational philosophy,” “oracular prophecy, scientific

poetry,

magic” and “hunting” together in order to procure the status of

9% ¢ 99 ¢

observation,” “medicine,
divinity. That is to say, all of these tools were applied by the poet-prophet-magician towards the
practical goal of making himself a god. These “tools” were not mere spiritual instruments. As
hylozoists, or more anachronistically as animists, spirit was imbued in matter. A material or
physical act was a spiritual act and a spiritual act was already grounded in biology or temporality.
Such an act could not be separated in the way that Modern idealism posits.

Kingsley suggests that as a Greek shaman connected to the Mysteries of Persephone and
through this to the Mysteries of Dionysos, Empedocles had already gone through and survived a
spiritual and ritual dismemberment and dissolution. Given the belief in the unity of matter as
well as the unity between matter and spirit, Empedocles’ plunge into Etna could be interpreted as
a biological confirmation of traditional shamanic belief and praxis, grounded in the experience of
the Mysteries. As an initiate, Empedocles had already gone through the experience of initiation,
where he had beheld the vision of Persephone. His leap into Etna could have been an attempt —
as a radical hylozoist holist -- to practice what he preached. Perhaps the legend is in fact grounded
in some sort of reality and his personal desire prove to both his disciples and critics that he had
already achieved what he claimed to have achieved, namely, immortality? If so, in the temporal
body of the Presocratic Empedocles, the dichotomy between spiritual and material alchemy
coincide.

It is clear from Empedocles’ life example that he felt -- based on his philosophical and
religious understanding of the nature of reality -- his temporal descent and dissolution into real
subterranean fire of a volcano was necessary to ascend into the realms of aither and the sun. If
true, then, he must have sincerely believed that his self-sacrifice or suicide into fire would not
only immortalize him, but would also immortalize his life example, like alchemical gold.
However, as sources show, Empedocles supposed “deifying act” was met with skepticism already
in his day. The Presocratics represent a transitional phase between primitive modes of thought
and formal Greek philosophy. Nevertheless, Kingsley accuses later writers as well as

contemporary philosophers in the line of Chitwood, who were less familiar with the Mysteries of

504 Ancient Philosophy, Mystery and Magic, 239.
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Persephone and the magic of Hecate, of either missing the point of his magical shamanic
background or purposefully obfuscating it. We propose, however, that it is possible that later
philosophers understood the background of Empedocles’ philosophy; however, they rejected its
suicidal implications. Their purposeful obfuscation and reversal was perhaps a “breaking

mechanism” or even an attempt to pull back from the abyss.

C. Alchemy and the Magical Regressus Ad Uterum
As shown, even though the Corpus Hermeticum does not explicitly call for a “new age,” it

expresses an explicit a yearning for the “old age” to pass away, because it was deteriorating,
demented or senectus. Therefore, the yearning for the destruction of the present “old world” was
already an ancient sentiment found in the more ancient Egyptian myth of Hathor, the Presocratic
iatromantic philosophers like Heraclitus and Empedocles as well as in the Stoic doctrine of
ekpurosis embedded within the Hermetic material. The Asclepius is merely cloaking this ancient
magical idea in semi-religious language. At the time when the Asclepius was written, i.e. the
second century AD, the “old age” meant the decadent present of pagan Antiquity. The Asclepius
implicitly implied that as the decadent “old age” of rational Greek philosophical predominance
apocalyptically passed away, the former, i.e. “old” magical Egyptian religion and its gods could
return in a “new age” or new cosmic cycle. The idea of a cosmic cycle is also implicit in the
Empedoclean doctrine of Love and Strife, but more explicit in the Stoic doctrine of ekpurosis and
the eternal return of the same. When the Egyptian gods return, the cycle of the world will be
complete, because Egypt was the source of magic, religion and philosophy.

As suggested, the return is a magical or an occult idea and can be expressed in several
different ways. In the Mysteries of Demeter and Persephone, the return is represented in the
doctrine of the regressus ad uterum and was later taken up by alchemy. The regressus, or “return
to the womb” of the opus alchymicum, is an attempt to return to the origin of Creation. The
regressus is also a synonym for the coniunctio oppositorum, but also for the nigredo, or return to
the prima materia of the “black sun.” For the people of Sicily, the subterranean primal sun could
be reached through the mouth of the volcano Etna, and it appears that the great philosopher
Empedocles understood this literally, not merely symbolically or figuratively. In
magical/alchemical minds, the return to the “womb of creation” starts the process of self-

divinization, ending in the Philosopher’s Stone. Eliade explains:

According to certain writers, dissolution is the first operation; according to others it is
calcinations, the reduction to the amorphous by Fire. However that may be, the result is the
same: ‘death’. This alchemical reduction to the prima materia may be interpreted in a great
variety of ways: notably it may be equated with a regression to the pre-natal state, a regressus ad

135



uterum. There is support for this seminal symbolism in a codex studied by Carbonelli, in which it
is written that before using gold in the opus ‘it is necessary to reduce it to sperm’. The vas
mirablile, of which Mary the Prophetess proclaimed that the whole alchemical secret reside
therein, is ‘a kind of matrix or uterus from which will be born the filius philosophorum, the
miraculous Stone’ (Jung, Psychologie und Alchemie, p. 325).5%

However, as Walter Burkert has shown, the womb of the Great Goddess and her daughter is not
like other wombs. A return to the womb in the Mysteries of Demeter and Persephone is shrouded
in death and points to the former habit of maiden sacrifice. Ancient and even later explanations
for the myth of Persephone, a theory to which Eliade prescribed, said that Kore was an allegory
for the grain and flowers that germinate in the spring after a long winter’s sleep under the earth.
Burkert points out that this explanation is incongruent with the way corn or grain actually
germinates in the Mediterranean, that is, in the autumn.5® Everything about the myth points to
sacrifice and murder. “The role of Hades is ambivalent: is Kore carried away to marriage, to
death, or to both at once? Death is the aspect that predominates.” To be carried off by Hades and
to celebrate the sacred “marriage with Hades became common metaphors for death, especially of
girls. At bottom, the myth does not speak of a cycle either: things will never be the same as they
were before the rape.”®” The ancient explanation that the myth represents the agricultural cycle
reveals how the process of mythologization functions. Mythologization conceals or rationalizes
real violence and murder, a process that is continued in ancient alchemy.

Another version of the myth has Persephone, “the daughter of Zeus and Demeter, as a
maiden playing in a group of girls the same age, ... The girls leave the house and gather flowers
on a meadow — this flowery meadow was shown in various places, the most famous being the
landscape by the Lago di Pergus near Enna in Sicily. The hymn locates the scene among the
daughters of Oceanos at the edge of the world. As the girl bends down to pick a particularly
beautiful flower, the earth opens up and the god of the underworld charges out with horses and
chariot, grabs Persephone and carries her away. Once again, the spot where Hades drove back
into the depths was shown in a number of places; among these the Kyane spring near Syracuse is
of particular interest because ancient drowning sacrifices are attested there.”%® The event was
celebrated, not far from Arcagas, in the rituals and sacrifices of the Mystery cult dedicated to the
subterranean Queen. She was the Queen born out of incest, raped and murdered by her own
father, since for radical monists Zeus and Hades are fundamentally the same. This was the

shadowy gueen whom the Presocratic philosophers worshipped. The ancient hieros gamos had

%05 The Forge and the Crucible, 154.
506 Greek Religion, 160.
507 Greek Religion, 161.
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nothing to do with a fundamental respect for women, but with her violation and murder. A
similar thing can be said for the “immortalization” of children like Dionysos and Demophdon.
Like the mythical explanation of Kore’s disappearance, the “sacred marriage” of Dionysos and
Ariadne, or the “sacred birth” of Dionysos, ancient alchemy attempts to cover up its own will to

destruction in “flowery” language.

Conclusions and Comments
Eliade makes an important point in The Forge, “The materia prima should not be understood

merely as a primordial condition of the substance but also as an inner experience of the alchemist.
The reduction of matter to its original condition of absolute indifferentiation corresponds, on the
plane of inner experience, to the regression to a pre-natal, embryonic state. The theme of
rejuvenation and longevity by means of the regressus ad uterum is a leitmotif of Taoism. ... The
alchemist also achieves this state by smelting of various ingredients in his furnace.”® The
regressus ad uterum is a return to the chaos of the prima materia of Nature or to the womb of the
Great Mother, whether one calls her Isis, Demeter-Persephone or Gaia in order to be born again
as a son of the underworld Sun, Osiris, Aion or Apollo-Dionysos. As gathered from our readings
of the myth, this birth is really not a “joyful” one, but shrouded in subterfuge and violence.

The Hermetic alchemist attempts to translate the more communal experience of the
Mysteries into the privacy of his “lab.” The privatization of the violence of the Mysteries
represents a real development in thinking. Given the Hermetic alchemist’s belief in the unity of
matter and spirit, he believed that his aggressive physical experiments would have an effect on his
spiritual state. As Voss explained, with the advent of cyclical causality, a radically different way
of looking at the world came into being. Although most spiritual Hermetic alchemists remain on
the symbolic level, we suggest that the belief that “All is One,” combined with the reversal of
Platonic emanation from above as well as the development of cyclical causality, the alchemist ran
the risk of mistaking himself for the All, although not necessarily. This mistaken estimation of
one’s microcosmic identity can then later develop into panenanthropism, where one collapses the
macrocosmic All into the microcosmic ego. When Hermetic alchemists begin to take the
regressus literally or biologically, then, a temporalization of spiritual or psychological alchemy
can take place, potentially leading to the belief in necessary suicide. This is not absurd.
Although perhaps only a legend, the possibility is as old as Empedocles. We contend that this
possibility continued on in the thought and life of Giordano Bruno, an admirer of Empedocles, to

whom we now turn.

509 The Forge and the Crucible, 119.
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CHAPTER I11

GIORDANO BRUNO: DIVINE MARTYR OF THE NEW AGE

Ah, dogs of Actaeon, ah proud ingrates!
Whom to the abode of my divinity | sent;
Without hope do ye return to me;

And, coming to the mother’s side, ye bring
Back unto me a too unhappy boon;

Ye mangle me, and will that | live not.

Leave me, life, that I may mount up to my sun,
A double streamlet, mad, without my fount!
When shall this ponderous mass of me dissolve?
When shall it be, that taking myself hence,
And swiftly rising to the heights above,
Together with my heart | may abide,

And with my thoughts | may be deified?

Giordano Bruno, The Heroic Enthusiasts, I, 1V, 23.

I. Giordano Bruno: The Magician-Psychologist

A. Bruno’s Life and Death
1. Historical Background
Today, Giordano Bruno (1548-1600) is a rather obscure figure. On the seventeenth of February

1600, on the orders of the Inquisition, Bruno was burned at the stake on the Campo dei Fiori in
Rome.5®  Often, he is portrayed as a martyr or hero of freedom, democracy, science and free
thought. People perceive him to have taken a stand against dogmatic or traditional Christianity.
What interests us is the fact that some scholars propose that Bruno intended to become the
founder of a religion that would surpass Christianity, or at least the leader of another Reformation
based on hermetic principles.5!* Based on the Girardian theory of divinization or transfiguration
as well as both Girard’s and Burkert’s contention that sacrifice is the origin of religion, we
suggest that the way Bruno intended to become the founder of his own religion was to offer
himself up as its original sacrifice.

Unfortunately, we cannot go into great biographical detail of Bruno’s life. Bruno,

sometimes referred to as the Nolan, was born in Nola, a small town close to the Calabrian city of

510 Frances Yates, Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1964) 349.
511 Karen Silvia de Ledn-Jones, Giordano Bruno & the Kabbalah: Prophets, Magicians, and Rabbis (Lincoln:
University of Nebraska Press, 2004) 16. De Ledn-Jones follows both Ioan Couliano and Frances Yates’ argument that
“Bruno wished to found his own religious reformation.”
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Naples. At an early age, he entered a Dominican convent and, in 1572, was ordained a priest.
Already in 1574, he was under suspicion of heresy and forced to flee his convent. From 1579 to
his incarceration by the Venetian Inquisition in 1592, Bruno wandered throughout Europe, flirting
with the religion and politics associated with the decadent French king, Henri 11l and, later, with
the luminaries of the court of the Protestant Queen Elizabeth 1. His loyalties to religious ideas
other than his own were never too deep and he became, probably, the only human in history to be
excommunicated from three major church denominations (Roman Catholic, Calvinist and
Lutheran). Although condemned in Italy, in April 1591, he accepted an offer by the nobleman,
Giovanni Mocenigo, to return. Mocenigo later betrayed him to the Venetian Inquisition.5!2

His Venetian trial lasted from May through July 1592. Perceiving a possibility to go free,
it seemed as though Bruno made an attempt to recant his former heretical views and ask
forgiveness.>** However, through the intervention of the newly elected pope Clement VII1 (1592-
1605), Bruno was extradited to the dungeons of the Roman Inquisition.5* At the time, with “no
following and few sympathizers,” he posed no serious threat to the Church or to the papacy, but
his relationship with powerful Protestants did not work in his favour. Edward A. Gosselin and
Lawrence S. Lerner suggest that Bruno’s real enemies were the Spanish, who opposed his
endorsement of the creation of a magical hermetic kingdom,** with the help of France and
England,®'® Spain’s political rivals. In 1599, the Jesuit Robert Bellarmine presented the former
Dominican Bruno with eight heretical propositions gathered from his most important writings,
which he was required to refute.

Unfortunately, the original trial proceedings were lost after they were confiscated on the
orders of Napoleon and, then, accidentally sold to a pulp factory.®!” In 1940, the Prefect of the
Vatican Archives, Angelo Mercati, found a summary of the trial in the personal archives of Pius
IX. In 1942, he published the summary with a long introduction.5!® Given the lack of historical

evidence, it is impossible to reconstruct the Roman trial; however, Frances Yates proposed that

512 For more biographical information, see: Frances Yates, Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition, 190ff;
Michele Ciliberto, “Bruno, Giordano (Filippo),” Dictionary of Gnosis & Western Esotericism, ed. Wouter J.
Hanegraaff (Leiden: Brill, 2006) 206-213; Luigi Firpo, Le proces de Giordano Bruno, | (Paris: Les Belles Lettres,
2000). For original editions of Bruno’s works, see: Ed. F. Fiorentino et al., Opera latine conscripta (Naples: Morano,
1879-1891); Ed. G. Aquileccia, Dialoghi italiani. Dialoghi metafisici e dialoghi morali nuovamente ristampati con
note da G. Gentile, 3 ed. (Roman and Florence: Sansoni, 1958). There are no recent critical editions of Bruno’s work.
513 Arthur D. Imerti, “Introduction,” Giordano Bruno’s, The Expulsion of the Triumphant Beast (Lincoln: University of
Nebraska Press, 1964) 62.

514J. N. D. Kelly, The Oxford Dictionary of Popes (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986) 276.

515 Edward A. Gosselin and Lawrence S. Lerner, “Introduction,” Giordano Bruno’s, The Ash Wednesday Supper
(Toronto: The University of Toronto Press, 1995) 22.

516 See Giordano Bruno, The Ash Wednesday Supper, trans. Edward A. Gosselin and Lawrence S. Lerner (Toronto: The
University of Toronto Press, 1995) 161.

517 Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition, 349.

518 Information on the trial of Giordano Bruno can be accessed at: Vatican Secret Archives, “Summary of the Trial
Against Giordano Bruno, Rome 1597,” THE HOLY SEE, http://asv.vatican.va/en/doc/1597.htm.
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the propositions mostly concerned Bruno’s philosophical presuppositions and those theological
doctrines that were dependent upon them. Contrary to popular opinion, it was not a trial about
“science,” but dealt with Bruno’s pantheism (i.e. God is the infinite universe), his assertion that
the stars are beings and that infinite worlds like ours exist, containing beings far superior to ours.
The trial also concerned his theories on the divinity of Jesus, the nature of the Holy Trinity and
the doctrine of transubstantiation, but did not concern his theory of heliocentricity.®° Particularly
provocative in Lo Spaccio de la bestia trionfante or The Expulsion of the Triumphant Beast,
would have been his suggestion that Jesus was a second-rate magician, while the magus Bruno
was his superior.5® Oskar Kristeller confirms Yates estimations that Bruno’s acceptance of the
Copernican system played only a very small role in his condemnation, whereas the charges of
“alleged blasphemy and violations of Church discipline,” played the greater.5?* In Rome as in
Venice, initially, Bruno seemed prepared to reject his former teachings; however, after rotting 8
eight years in a dungeon, he changed his mind and refused to recant. Having alienated his former
patrons, he probably realized that death might be the quickest release. No one should be forced
on the threat of death to assent to a particular conception of God. Nevertheless, Bruno’s refusal

was interpreted as obstinacy, and he was turned over to secular authorities for execution.5?

2. A Superior Magician?
After his sentencing, Bruno was reported to have said: “You perhaps pronounce sentence against

me with a fear greater than that with which | receive it.”®2 We are not in a position to judge
Bruno; however, the question arises why Bruno thought that the Inquisition should be more
fearful of their sentence than he was of receiving it? Was it because Bruno had already intuited
the “divinizing aspect” of the scapegoat mechanism, discussed in the Girard section of the
Introduction? Did Bruno know that by executing him, the Inquisition was reversing the roles of
the persecuted and persecutors that would make Bruno into a martyr, whose death structurally

mimicked Jesus” own passion and death? Thanks to the theories of René Girard and Walter

519 Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition, 350-355. For example, Jesus was not the second person of the Holy
Trinity, while he did consider the anima mundi to be the Third Person. He believed that the Christians stole the
Egyptian ankh as a sacred symbol.

520 Giordano Bruno, The Expulsion of the Triumphant Beast, trans. Arthur D. Imerti (Lincoln: University of Nebraska
Press, 1964) 255, 257.

521 paul Oskar Kristeller, Eight Philosophers of the Italian Renaissance (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1964)
129.

522 Eight Philosophers of the Italian Renaissance, 129. Kristeller eloquently says: “The idea that a man should be
punished and executed for holding opinions considered wrong by his religious or political authorities is intolerable for
any thoughtful person who takes human dignity and liberty seriously, although the deplorable treatment given to Bruno,
and the wrong idea underlying it, was by no means peculiar to Bruno’s church or to his century, as some historians
would have us believe. His death made of Bruno a martyr, not so much of modern science, as was thought for a long
time, but rather of his convictions and of philosophical liberty.”

523 As quoted in “Introduction,” Giordano Bruno’s, The Expulsion of the Triumphant Beast, 64.
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Burkert on the violent origins of religion and the pagan gods, our better understanding of the
nature of divinization in myth allows us to propose that Bruno’s desire for death, coupled with his
desire to become a “god,” might have led to a carefully planned self-divinizing suicide. At least,
this possibility must be considered.

As a sorcerer (pharmakeus) Bruno thought that he was Jesus’ superior, meaning that he
saw Jesus as both a rival and as a model magician. The Inquisition, in contrast, saw themselves
as defenders of the Christian faith and, by virtue of this, the unique divinity of Jesus. They, of
course, rejected any claims that Jesus’ power was derived from magic. Still, from our perspective,
we might say, albeit anachronistically, that they were unable to fully perceive the absolute non-
violent essence of Jesus’ divinity, as discussed in the Introduction.’®* Therefore, by their
willingness to defend Jesus’ divinity with violence, they made themselves appear hypocritical, in
the same way that Jesus’ crucifixion made the Sadducees and Pharisees appear hypocritical.
Because Christians worship God, who was unjustly condemned to a violent death, their violent
condemnation of Bruno undermined their credibility as defenders of that same non-violent faith
they had been entrusted to (non-violently) defend. In a sense, as earthly representatives of Jesus’
kingdom, their violent or worldly reaction unwittingly made Jesus’ declaration to Pilate rebound
back onto themselves: “My kingship is not of this world; if my kingship were of this world, my
servants would fight that I might not be handed over to the Jews...” (Jn 18:36).

Should Bruno have had any desire for revenge and should he have fully understood the
ironic position in which his persecutors had placed themselves, we propose that he might have
used it against them. That is, he might have intuited the possibility to surpass both his model and
rival Jesus by subtly provoking the Inquisition to kill him, making him into the martyr-hero of his
own cause. Could this be the origin of his estimation that he was less afraid of receiving the death
sentence than the Inquisition was of giving it? When he perceived that there was no peaceful way
out of the Inquisition prison, no longer having any powerful patron