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“Hermetic Philosophy and Creative Alchemy is an important and necessary work, especially for anyone involved in art and art making who wishes to use their making as a spiritual practice. Alchemy is an art; in fact, it has been called ‘the Art’ of arts in that all creation, according to alchemical theory, flows from the same principles. Implied in this is that any art practice may be used in the alchemical work of making change. In Hermetic Philosophy and Creative Alchemy, firmly grounded in primary texts and enriched through her own practice, Bremner provides a remarkably varied and thorough foundation in Hermetic philosophy, cosmology, and practice with leads for deeper study. With this foundation established, Bremner then sets before us another rich feast in her word-portraits of each of the planetary spheres—each portrait an incredible array of myth, poetry, science, philosophy, and magic. Understanding these spheres is critical, as they are the stages of ‘the old, old path’ of the soul’s journey to the One. Hermetic Philosophy and Creative Alchemy provides the maps and tools for this journey. It is all here. The only thing missing is you.”
BRIAN COTNOIR,
ALCHEMIST, ARTIST, AWARD-WINNING FILMMAKER, AND AUTHOR OF
ALCHEMY: THE POETRY 
OF MATTER AND PRACTICAL 
ALCHEMY: A GUIDE TO THE GREAT WORK
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INTRODUCTION
The Hermetic Path of Self-Initiation
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And let no one wonder at the school of our learning. Though it be contrary to the courses and methods of the ancients, still it is firmly based on experience, which is mistress of all things, and by which all arts should be proved.
—PARACELSUS, FROM A. 
E. WAITE, WRITINGS OF PARACELSUS
HERMES TRISMEGISTUS, THE “THRICE-GREAT,” is at once a man and a myth, a god and priest, a messenger and psychopomp. He is the immortal and eternally ancient one to whom this work is most indebted, for Hermes is the heart and tongue of Hermeticism. From the dawn of Egyptian civilization and into the modern era, this beneficent and wise sage has been regarded as an incorporeal, divine entity bestowing the secrets of the stars, the Sun, and the Moon: a mediator between the gods and humanity. Yet many who hear the name Hermes Trismegistus have only a vague notion of who this being is. Likewise, Hermetism, the philosophical, religious, and mystical tradition attributed to him, is not included in the major religions of the world, seemingly lost somewhere between the lines of Christianity, Gnosticism, and paganism. The name Hermes does not have the same renown as Buddha, Jesus, Mohammed, Allah, Yahweh, or Shiva. For many, Hermes is simply the Greek trickster, the inventor of the lyre, and the messenger of Mount Olympus, also known as Mercury to the Romans. Yet this god of thieves and shepherds is only a partial aspect of the immense and numinous qualities personified by the greater Hermes, that is, Hermes Trismegistus, whom the Egyptian priest Manetho (ca. early third century BCE) called the “second Hermes.”1 Manetho, whose name means “truth of Thoth,”2 attributed the “first Hermes” to the Egyptian deity Thoth, credited with inventing speech, writing, mathematics, medicine, engineering, astronomy, astrology, magic, and alchemy. Thoth was responsible for inscribing on stelae the sacred teachings in hieroglyphics, and it was the second Hermes—Hermes Trismegistus—who copied the sacred inscriptions into books after the flood, which were later translated from Egyptian to Greek.3
The Thrice-Great version of Hermes formed when the Greek Hermes and the Egyptian deity Thoth merged during the Hellenistic era (323–31 BCE). This composite god, certainly much more vast than the sum of his parts, is revered today in occult circles and by solitary hermetic mystics, alchemists, philosophers, magicians, pagans, and witches. As we will see in exploring some of the history of Hermeticism, this tradition has gone through various seasons of efflorescence and growth to phases of relative enigma and dormancy, and in the early modern period, Hermetic texts were essentially discredited as mere plagiarism. However, the cult of Hermes lives on in today’s underground and emergent currents of esoteric thought, where his name again resounds with meaning.
In the present time of upheaval, uncertainty, overpopulation, scarcity, global conflict, environmental degradation, and severe social injustice, the occult arts and sciences of astrology, alchemy, and magic are rising to the surface of awareness, becoming more and more accepted in mainstream culture. Could we be on the leading edge of a Hermetic revival to equal the flowering of Hermeticism in the Renaissance? Will the name Hermes Trismegistus take on the same potency as Buddha or Jesus? In what ways does the Hermetic tradition serve to help humanity—collectively and individually?
Hermes Trismegistus is equated with the Logos, the Divine Mind, through which all intelligible forms and ideas find their realization in the sensible world. The sacred arts of alchemy, astrology, and theurgy, conveyed to humanity through the Divine Mind, teach us about the relationship 
between the immortal Soul and the material body, or consciousness and matter; 
between fate and the will; and between an idea and its realization. As human beings, we are endowed with the same creative capacity that exists in the Divine Mind, and through the creative process we are part of the creation of the ceaselessly changing, eternal universe. The cosmos is birthed through the Mind in its multiplicity of forms, all emanating from the unlimited potential of the One. Understanding the creative process goes hand in hand with humanity’s stories about the creation of the cosmos and of humanity itself; it is the essential knowledge that we need for the creation of a future that is not only sustainable, but also flourishing and prosperous for all of life.
When the heart yearns to know from whence it came and whither it may go, Hermes is there at the crossroads to guide the way. At the deepest, most profound, and fundamental level, the question echoes in eternity: “Why am I here?” and extends to all levels of religious, philosophical, mystical, scientific, and metaphysical inquiries and explanations. Yet this question may rest somewhere in the back of our minds while a more pressing question remains at the forefront. For the ancients and for the modern human, the question remains the same: “How may one be happy?” In today’s world, many of us are surely asking, “How may one be happy in a world filled with so much injustice and suffering?”
For the Greeks, true happiness was encapsulated by the Greek word eudaimonia (also eudaemonia and eudemonia), which extended beyond simple pleasure or contentment to mean “human flourishing,” “prosperity,” or “blessedness.” Consisting of the words eu (“good” or “well”) and daimon (“spirit,” “divinity,” or “guardian”), eudaimonia refers to the fulfillment of one’s divine potential and coming to know their daimon, their true nature that partakes of the gods. For Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle, eudaimonia was the highest attainable good of the human being. Partaking of the nature of the gods is at the core of the Hermetic and alchemical philosophy, and it is through the creative process in all aspects of life that we commune with the immortal realms.
Who are these gods of which we speak? In the Hermetic tradition, there are seven archetypal energies, personified as gods and each having a male and female aspect, with which the human mind is patterned. These seven energies, described as spheres, encompass the seven wandering stars (planets), by which is meant the five traditional planets (Saturn, Jupiter, Mars, Venus, Mercury) and the two luminaries (the Sun and Moon). These spheres have attendant daimons, their spiritual or divine powers. Throughout our lives we encounter these energies in a multiplicity of forms, internally and externally. They are our teachers and guides both into and out of suffering. By immersing ourselves in their stories and learning of the ways in which they manifest in reality, we come to realize our own godlike natures and abilities.
How do we live joyfully, with ease and understanding, and how do we open up the vast store of potential that lies latent within every human being? How do we unleash our godlike creative capacities and transcend the limits of these material bodies? How do we live among humanity in a material world and yet maintain our contact with the Divine? The answer proposed by many of the ancient philosophers was that happiness (eudaimonia) is attained through virtue (arete), a state of moral excellence. For Aristotle, in keeping with Socrates and Plato, virtue is central to the living of a good life. Yet in his view, virtue lies in finding the proper equilibrium, or “golden mean,” between extreme vices of excess or deficiency, not necessarily aligning to the exact middle point between them, but sometimes closer to one or the other depending on the individual’s circumstances.
For the present work we are concerned with the Hermetic concept of virtue, or “the seeds of God,” meaning virtue, self-control, and devotion (defined as “God-gnosis”), and the opposing daimonal vices as explicated in the Corpus Hermeticum (9.4).4 Knowledge of God is to be born in God, to recognize the immortal self while one remains embodied in mortal flesh. The process involves de-energizing the passions of the body that lead to ignorance: “And the soul’s vice is ignorance. For that the soul who hath no knowledge of the things that are, or knowledge of their nature, or of Good, is blinded by the body’s passions and tossed about” (CH 10.8).5 In turn one replaces the vices of the soul with divine, Æonic consciousness, aligning with the One and the Good, as it is said that “on the other hand the virtue of the soul is Gnosis. For he who knows, he good and pious is, and still while on the earth divine” (CH 10.9).6
Though we all drink from the River of Lethe (forgetfulness) upon our descent into the body, succumbing to vice, the path of virtue leads us to the grail, overflowing with the Nectar of Truth and Immortality. However, let us not pretend that it is as simple and straightforward as a mere casting off of vice and aligning with the Good. As it is said in the Hermetic treatise called “The Cup or Monad,” “’Tis very hard, to leave the things we have grown used to, which meet our gaze on every side, and turn ourselves back to the Old Old [Path]” (CH 4.9).7 In life, it is often the case that the lines are blurred, and there are times when vice is a powerful and necessary ally on the path to wholeness.
We all hold the key to our own liberation, known in Hermetic alchemy as the philosopher’s stone; however, not everyone will find this key, nor will but few set out to look, thinking it a myth or a task too daunting to be approached. It may be a long and arduous path that deters many who set out with the best intentions. This sentiment is echoed throughout hermetic and alchemical writings across the ages. In the words of the fifteenth-century alchemist Basil Valentine, “although many are engaged in the search after this Stone, it is nevertheless found but by very few. For God never intended that it should become generally known. It is rather to be regarded as a gift which He reserves for those favoured few, who love the truth, and hate falsehood, who study our Art earnestly by day and by night, and whose hearts are set upon God with an unfeigned affection.”8
As a brief but necessary aside, let us not be distracted or put off by the word god in approaching this matter; for the theist, it becomes a search for God, but for the atheist or agnostic, it is simply a search for that indestructible kernel of truth that lies within the mystery of matter. The inimical relationship between religion and science has itself been the cause of much unnecessary suffering. As irreconcilable as they have seemed to be when approaching the issue from one side or the other, they are not mutually exclusive and can coexist as two valid lenses with which to view the cosmos and our place in it. The reconciliation of opposites, or the acceptance of paradox, plays an important part in spiritual awakening and in the opus alchymicum, for “Our Stone 
. . . is derived from two things, and one thing, in which is concealed a third thing.”9 We must be able to place ourselves at both ends of the pole, so to speak, in order to conceptualize the whole. Further, we must be wide enough, and wise enough, to meditate upon various religious and mystical concepts without attachment or prejudice. This spiritual empathy and open-mindedness is aptly described in the words of G. R. S. Mead, who says that “until we can put ourselves understandingly in the place of others, we can never see more than one side of the Infinite Life of God.”10
Like rivers finding their way to the sea, the multiplicity of religious, spiritual, mystical, metaphysical, philosophical, and scientific traditions are drawn from the same source and flow to the same end, though in our ignorance the waters of the spirit have been polluted, dammed, diverted, and misappropriated, so that those who would wish to drink directly from the source are instead led to drink from the hands of the ordained and the initiated. For some, it is enough to be given the rules of spiritual or moral conduct by those orthodox authorities, to do one’s best to live by them, and to trust that one’s efforts will be rewarded in a more pleasant afterlife or subsequent incarnation. For others, there is a more pressing desire to dissolve the veil between the world of sense perceptions and the world of unseen causes, to undergo an initiatory process that awakens the Mind, Body, and Soul to the infinite “I Am” and unlock the mysteries of matter. Such a desire may lead the seeker down a self-initiated path of philosophical and metaphysical inquiry into nature and the cosmos, perhaps attaining divine revelation, and the development of a direct relationship to God.
What separates the self-initiated path from a strictly religious approach is the emphasis on the direct experience of the Divine, attained through personal practice of virtue, and through devotion, study, and contemplation. Self-initiation provides no titles or grades, no honors or badges or tokens of spiritual achievement. The reward for one’s diligent and earnest endeavors in this regard is gnosis, which cannot be granted by another, but only experienced for oneself. For those that desire the acknowledgment and training that organized initiation can offer, there are orders such as the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn, the Ordo Templi Orientis (O.T.O.), the Rosicrucian Order AMORC (Ancient Mystical Order Rosae Crucis), Masonic lodges, and many others, and certainly the initiations that they offer may be of great value for many individuals. It may be one’s nature to try one and stick with it, or to move from one to another and to retain the essence of each, or to seek gnosis outside of established circles. For those who want to trust in their own soul to guide them to gnosis, without an intermediary, there is a different path.
Where does one turn, then, for guidance and support, when setting out on the path of self-initiation and gnosis? There exists a plenitude of books upon the matter, and one can easily begin anywhere one feels intuitively inclined to begin, as the intuition is the higher faculty directing our senses in the direction of truth, like plants that sprout in darkness and grow toward the light. One should follow this impulse of intuition, and perhaps that is how you find yourself reading this book. However, the fact remains that no book will ever serve to provide you with that which you seek.
THE PURPOSE OF THIS BOOK
The aim of this present work is to illuminate in a small way the origins, development, and general philosophy, theology, and mysticism of Hermeticism and the art of alchemy, in order that a solid foundation may be laid. Special attention is given to alchemy as a psycho-spiritual art of engagement with life, involving the Soul, Mind, and Body, or in other words, Consciousness, Thought, and Matter. Emphasis is placed on the value of self-initiation and the cultivation of a direct relationship with the Divine, and full immersion into the Hermetic mysteries. Where I may lack in scholarly and technical training, I make up for in personal experience of Hermetic truths through creative discipline, devotion, personal revelation, and over twenty years of intensive study, practice, and experimentation in the occult. In addition to this, my own experience of uniting art and alchemy has greatly informed my views in this work. It is my conviction that this union empowers the initiate to trust their own intuition and creative capabilities for personal and global transformation.
It is not the intention of this book to be a comprehensive and solitary source for Hermetic philosophy, nor do I proclaim to be anything more than a seeker who has been inspired (called by Spirit) to put my experience and understanding into written form, in the hopes that others may thereby benefit in their own quest. The aim of this book is to introduce the reader to the Hermetic teachings and associated subjects of alchemy, astrology, philosophy, and magic that have served as a means for self-initiation from the most ancient times to the present day, and to set these forth as meditative discourses that penetrate beyond the rational mind to the intuitive soul. As a means to help the reader integrate and conceptualize what has been historically called the perennial philosophy (philosophia perennis), comparative analysis is offered between various cultures and their mythologies, mystic and religious traditions, and sacred texts to reveal the common threads that link them through time and space. However, the primary focus of this work remains Hermetic and seeks to present the core of Hermetic teachings as they’ve developed through the ages in a way that is both scholarly and initiatory.
By following the teachings of Hermes, the initiate may open the mind and attune to its inherent divinity, partaking of its immortal essence and coming to know “God,” or that ultimate and eternal presence within. This is not so much a discovery of something new, but rather more like uncovering what has been there all along, spoken of as an awakening from a drunken sleep or stupor, as in the “Pœmandres” (CH 1.27): “O ye people, earthborn folk, ye who have given yourselves to drunkenness, and sleep, and ignorance, be sober now, cease from your surfeit, cease to be glamoured by irrational sleep!”11 The numinous quality of such an experience can verge on surreality and awaken a mystical, vibrant participation with life.
In alchemy, this awakening process is called “the Great Work” (magnum opus), and it certainly is no small endeavor. Between the personal and collective traumas that we carry and the deep conditioning that we undergo by our families and cultures, we may be deeply enmeshed in a materialist and alienated conception of the world that resists fundamentally the notion that communion with the infinite mind of God is even possible. Yet just as the earth forms a rough stone, that the river may later smooth it into a peaceful and harmonious shape, experiencing the trauma of life softens and shapes the soul. In this way we are prepared through the ordeals of life to approach the ineffable truth of who and what we are, and what our purpose is. By reconciling the opposing principles within us, facing our own inner dragons, and purifying our consciousness, we awaken to a much greater Self, in tune with our individual passion and purpose, and empowered to create a life that is beneficial to others and ourselves. Underlying the cosmogonies, theologies, philosophies, and theurgical practices of Hermeticism is the fundamental truth that we are creating the world through our imagination and thoughts each and every day.

DEFINITIONS: HERMETIC, HERMETISM, AND HERMETICISM
Before we can properly describe the origins of the Hermetic tradition, let us first clarify the terms to be used throughout this work. In surveying works pertaining to the Hermetic tradition, one encounters the words Hermetism and Hermeticism, which may seem interchangeable; however they bear differing and specific meanings. According to Antoine Faivre in his essay “Renaissance Hermeticism and the Concept of Western Esotericism,” the difference can be attributed to the god Hermes himself, from whose name both Hermetism and Hermeticism derive.12
Hermetism, as Faivre explains, relates to the ancient Greco-Egyptian god Hermes Trismegistus, an extension of the even more ancient Egyptian god Thoth. It encompasses the body of theological and philosophical writings and teachings attributed to Hermes Trismegistus, specifically a body of work cumulatively referred to as the Hermetica. Hermeticism, on the other hand, relates to the Greek Hermes, also known as Mercurius, the psychopomp and messenger between humans and the gods that facilitates the transmutations of alchemy. Thus the terms Hermetic science and Hermeticism sometimes refer specifically to alchemy; however Hermeticism has also come to encompass Hermetism, astrology, Qabalah, Christian Theosophy, occultism, and magic.13 This book is primarily written from within the multifaceted gem that is called Hermeticism, with frequent references to its origins in the tradition of Hermetism.
There are some who would do away with the popular term Hermeticism altogether. Wouter J. Hanegraaff asserts that Hermeticism derives from faulty conclusions drawn by Frances A. Yates in the 1960s about the Hermetic writings and the so-named Hermetic tradition that developed in the late Middle Ages. He is in agreement on using Hermetism to describe the religio-philosophical writings of the Hermetica. However, according to Hanegraaff, despite there being some important works of occult science—the astrological, theurgical, and alchemical writings—attributed to Hermes Trismegistus, many were not, and hence it isn’t appropriate to label them Hermeticism.14 For simplicity, however, we will use the term Hermeticism to refer to the broad scope of Hermetic occultism, and Hermetism when referring specifically to the theological works of the Hermetica.
The word Hermetic is used in a number of ways, all of which say something about the nature of Hermes himself. Hermetic is used to describe subjects of an abstruse, occult, esoteric, or mysterious nature, and also applies specifically to the teachings of Hermes. A Hermetic seal is used when something needs to be airtight and protected from external influence, an important aspect of operative laboratory alchemy, and a powerful metaphor for internal alchemy. A person living a Hermetic life is someone that is adapted to reclusiveness and solitude, study and contemplation. All of these meanings are important within the context of Hermetic and alchemical studies, for the mysteries transmitted through Hermes and the path to gnosis, the knowledge of the Soul, are best approached in a Hermetic way, with devotion, study, contemplation, sufficient solitude, and in a way that protects the process from external influence that might corrupt it.

THE PATH AHEAD
This book is arranged into three parts, each one building on the last. In part I we will answer the question of what exactly Hermeticism is and why it matters to us today, particularly if we are in any way involved in the occult arts, and even more so for those of us who want to live spiritually oriented and creative lives, in tune with the cosmos and awakened to our innermost potential. To begin with, a brief overview is given of the various ancient texts that make up the Hermetica, including the Corpus Hermeticum and the Emerald Tablet, which are fundamental to an understanding of the tradition. Throughout the book, passages from these profound teachings of Hermes will be drawn upon to show the ways in which they initiate us into gnosis and liberate the imagination. Then we will follow the arc of Hermeticism’s development, from its distant past up to the current day, finishing up with a look at the three branches of Hermeticism: astrology, theurgy, and alchemy.
Part II provides a look at the Hermetic story of creation and ordering of the cosmos, and how this relates to alchemical philosophy. This is a system for understanding the relationship between consciousness and matter, between the individual soul and the cosmos, and between the Creator and the created. Alchemical theory is fundamental to any true understanding of alchemy, whether one is practicing in a laboratory, or as a spiritual and creative process.
Finally, in part III, we will take a journey with the wandering stars, those seven inner planets of the solar system whose archetypes are alive within each and every one of us. The purpose of this voyage is to saturate the mind with planetary myths and correspondence that will speak to the unconscious and catalyze inner transformation. Each of the seven planets has its own set of indispensable lessons to impart to those of us on the path of self-initiation, and they are the key to unlocking the seven chakras for the liberation of creative potential. As these pages are written in an initiatory manner, the reader will interpret them based on their own personal level of initiation, and any ideas that spark the inspiration and ignite that inner alchemical fire should be investigated further, with intuition as your guide. These chapters should be digested slowly, with plenty of space taken for personal reflection and integration in Body, Mind, and Soul.
May these teachings be an inspiration and a light to you on your path, as they continue to be on mine, stoking the flames of transformation; liberating your imagination to create a mystical and expansive life; and instilling in you a deep appreciation for the teachings of Hermes and all that they have to offer humanity at this crucial time in our evolution. In the words of Virgil, sic itur ad astra, “thus one goes to the stars.”
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Its father is the Sun and its mother the Moon.
—HERMES


1
Hermetic Texts
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The student of Comparative Religions will be able to perceive the influence of the Hermetic Teachings in every religion worthy of the name, now known to man, whether it be a dead religion or one in full vigor in our own times. There is always a certain correspondence in spite of the contradictory features, and the Hermetic Teachings act as the Great Reconciler.
—THE THREE INITIATES,
THE KYBALION
HERMES-THOTH WAS CREDITED with writing many of the foundational texts of Hermetic philosophy. According to Iamblichus, Hermes authored more than 20,000 works. As previously mentioned, Manetho differentiated between the first Hermes, by which he meant Thoth, and the second Hermes, who was the teacher Hermes Trismegistus.1 The living Thoth was said to have predated Moses by about 400 years and lived in the time before the pharaohs,2 whereas many of these texts are of a more recent origin and were written in Greek, Latin, and Coptic. To confuse the matter further, the Siena Cathedral bears an image of Hermes that reads, “Hermes Trismegistus, 
contemporary of Moses,” and some have even wondered whether or not Hermes and Moses were the same person.3 So it was from this ancient being known as Thoth that the Hermetic teachings are said to have come to us, yet we do not know if Thoth ever existed as a living man or a myth, or simply as a personification of the Mind. Florian Ebeling, in his book The Secret History of Hermes Trismegistus, 
states assertively that “the eponymous patron of Hermeticism never existed: Hermes Trismegistus was a fiction, a fruitful fiction with lasting effects.”4 This assertion is made based on the fact that Hermes Trismegistus is in fact a syncretized deity deriving from Thoth and Hermes.
Whether Thoth or Hermes ever walked the earth in human form—and when—we cannot say with certainty. However without a doubt, as man or myth, prophet, god, or sage, Hermes Trismegistus has exerted an unequivocal influence upon the hearts and minds of humanity from early antiquity. One finds vestiges of his teachings scattered throughout the world’s wisdom traditions, having influenced the Sabeans, a sect of unorthodox Muslims who proclaimed themselves to be pagans, and the Sufi mystics who identified Hermes with their prophet Idris, also identified with the Jewish prophet Enoch. Hermetic writings were held in high esteem by the early fathers of the Christian Church, St. Augustine, Lactantius, Cyril, and others, who saw in them the Christian mysteries and firmly believed in their authorship by Hermes Trismegistus.5 Of the Greek philosophers we know that Pythagoras, Thales, Democritus, and Plato all made sojourns to the land of Egypt. One sees the evidence of Hermetic influence in the works of Renaissance artists Michelangelo, Botticelli, and Raphael, as well as in Symbolist and Surrealist art. Hermes is much more than an ancient sage; as the messenger of the One Mind, he is present at all times in all places.
Hermes Trismegistus is an eternal and incorporeal source of initiation into the mysteries, the pure illumination of thought that has and always will be accessible to those who seek it. Thus many of the texts attributed to Hermes were pseudepigraphical and written by initiates who perceived themselves to be writing from a place of communion with this most numinous inner voice. Despite the ambiguity as to the true authorship, we can define the works deemed Hermetic as those that specifically refer to the authority of Thoth-Hermes and are instilled with both theological and philosophical themes, and extending to works on alchemy, astrology, and theurgy.
The writings collectively called the Hermetica date back to late antiquity but were the result of a much longer process of development that began in ancient Egypt. Yet the Hermetic writings were not simply direct translations from the Egyptian, but were modified and adapted by the philosophical views of the translators, as Iamblichus states in On the Mysteries: “For the books which are circulated under the name of Hermes contain Hermaic opinions, though they frequently employ the language of the philosophers: for they were translated from the Egyptian tongue by men who were not unskilled in philosophy.”6 In the syncretistic spirit of the Hellenistic period, the Hermetic teachings of Egypt took on elements of not only classical Greek philosophies, including Aristotelianism, Pythagoreanism, Platonism, and Stoicism, but also Iranian and Jewish influences.7
The Hermetica, composed in the first few centuries CE, are a collection of philosophical and theological writings including the Corpus Hermeticum and the Asclepius; the collected excerpts of Stobæus including “The Virgin of the World”; and the Hermetic texts discovered in the twentieth century at Nag Hammadi. These writings are unified by their reverence for Thoth or Hermes, the Divine Mind and initiator of souls. Often presented as discourses between divine entities or teachers addressing their disciples, such as Hermes to Asclepius or Tat, or Nous to Hermes, these revelatory texts serve an initiatory function into the Hermetic mysteries. Their purpose is to awaken and initiate the soul into gnosis, or direct knowledge of God, facilitating spiritual transmutation and rebirth. The beautifully written texts of the Hermetica relay the Hermetic version of Genesis; descriptions of the celestial hierarchies and astrological wisdom; knowledge of the soul as it descends (or falls) into the body and how it may ascend through the seven spheres into the heavens; and what it means to live a pious and virtuous life.
The work of rising through the spheres may be approached through philosophical piety and devotional study of these sacred Hermetic texts. These initiatory writings range from full discourses, like the “Pœmandres” in the Corpus Hermeticum, to the short aphorisms of the Definitions of Hermes Trismegistus to Asclepius, and include hymns of praise and prayers to the One. While the bulk of the Hermetica are of a philosophical and theological orientation, the work of Walter Scott and André-Jean Festugière in the early study of Hermeticism led to the practice of referring to certain Hermetic texts from the same time period as the “popular” or “technical” Hermetica, to include works of a theurgical, astrological, alchemical, and otherwise occult nature.8 Scott’s assessment rings with an obvious distaste for these texts, calling them “pseudoscience” and “rubbish.”9 This harsh judgment aside, we can at least agree that the distinction is justified on the basis that the philosophic doctrines are less directly focused on technical Hermetic material. There are, however, descriptions of Hermetic astrology throughout the Hermetica, as well as some theurgical elements, which we will explore below, showing that such a distinction between philosophical and technical Hermetica is best not taken as absolute, but rather as a general statement as to the overall quality and focus of these varying Hermetic sources.
Each of these Hermetic arts—astrology, magic, and alchemy—may be applied to the creative process, awakening the Divine Creator within. At the core of the Hermetic teachings is the message that the individual soul is not separate from the One; therefore the creative process that brought the cosmos into being is the same process through which a thoughtform or idea is made manifest. The contemplation of Hermetic philosophy and practice of Hermetic art, integrated with a creative discipline, allows for deep levels of healing both personal and ancestral trauma, while awakening initiates to their true creative power. In ascending through the spheres and reuniting with the Source, we bring this divine gnosis back into the body, grounded on the Earth, to begin creating a new world infused with eternal truth. Understanding our power as individual creators united with the One creative Source is the key to creating and sustaining a more harmonious world.
PHILOSOPHICAL AND THEOLOGICAL HERMETICA
Body’s sleep became the soul’s awakening, and closing of the eyes true vision, pregnant with Good my silence, and the utterance of my word (logos) begetting of good things.
—CORPUS HERMETICUM 
(1.30)
Tabula Smaragdina
Perhaps the most legendary, and certainly one of the most essential of the Hermetic texts from an alchemical perspective, is the Emerald Tablet, or Tabula Smaragdina, a short series of Hermetic precepts that describe the creation of the world, elemental relationships, the correspondence of the above and the below, and the miracles of the One Thing. It is also the secret to the transmutation of the alchemical prima materia (primeval matter), and as Brian Cotnoir writes, it presents the “cyclic flow of creation—all creation, regardless of the scale or time of the composition. It attests to the truth of unity and the act of creation.”10
There are varying stories as to how the tablet was originally said to have been found. Dennis William Hauck, in his book The Emerald Tablet, has given an excellent account of the legendary history of the tablet, said to be originally discovered in the tomb of Hermes by Alexander the Great, ca. 331 BCE. Alexander felt divinely empowered to promulgate the teachings of Hermes after visiting the Oracle at Siwa,11 also known as the Oracle of Zeus-Ammon, where he was pronounced the “son of Ammon,” or “son of Zeus.”12 
The tablet, said to be made of a green, glass-like material, was inscribed with 
ancient Phoenician script in bas-relief. Alexander assembled a team of priests 
and scholars to translate the tablet into Greek, purportedly to include the Egyptian priest Manetho.
The tablet was placed on public display in Heliopolis. It is unknown what became of it at this point, but Hauck speculates that Alexander hid the tablet with other sacred items in an underground cavern in Cappadocia (modern-day Turkey), in the area that would become a town named Tyana, never to return for it. Centuries later it was rediscovered by Balinas (born 16 CE), known as Apollonius of Tyana, who brought it to Alexandria, where it was kept in the Great Library after his death in 98 CE. According to Hauck, the tablet remained with the library until around 400 CE, when it was removed and hidden on the Giza plateau to protect it from invading Christians.13 Translated copies of the Emerald Tablet made their way to the Arabians, who created their own versions.
The earliest known version of the Tabula Smaragdina (Emerald Tablet) is found within an eighth-century text attributed to the Muslim alchemist Jabir ibn Hayyan (ca. 721–815), called 
Kitab Sirr al-Khalīqa wa Ṣan'at al-Ṭabī'a (“Book of the Secret of Creation and the Art of Nature,” also called “Mystery of Creation”), who in turn attributed it to Apollonius of Tyana.14 The Tabula Smaragdina was translated into Latin in the twelfth century, and many translations have followed, including those by M. Georgio Beato, Isaac Newton, Helena Petrovna Blavatsky, and Fulcanelli. The following is an English translation of the version of Jabir ibn Hayyan, who was later known as Geber:
[image: image]
Fig. 1.1. An artist’s depiction of the Emerald Tablet. From Heinrich Khunrath, Amphitheatrum Sapientiae Aeternae, solius verae, Hannover, 1609.
0) Balinas mentions the engraving on the table in the hand of Hermes, which says:
1) Truth! Certainty! That in which there is no doubt!
2) That which is above is from that which is below, and that which is below is from that which is above, working the miracles of one.
3) As all things were from one.
4) Its father is the Sun and its mother the Moon.
5) The Earth carried it in her belly, and the Wind nourished it in her belly, as Earth which shall become Fire.
6) Feed the Earth from that which is subtle, with the greatest power.
7) It ascends from the earth to the heaven and becomes ruler over that which is above and that which is below.
8) And I have already explained the meaning of the whole of this in two of these books of mine.15
The Emerald Tablet is the source of the familiar axiom “As Above, So Below,” the basis of the doctrine of correspondence so prevalent throughout Hermetic philosophy, which tells us how things that we observe on a microcosmic level (the realm of humanity and our subjective experiences) relate to and reflect circumstances that we can observe on the macrocosmic level (the heavens and spheres of celestial influence, and the greater cycles of nature), and vice versa. By studying these correspondences we come to know the truth of the One Thing by which all miracles are accomplished, and thus we understand the mechanism that underlies the creative process itself.
The Corpus Hermeticum
The bulk of the writings that make up the Hermetica are contained within the Corpus Hermeticum, a collection of ancient Greek-Egyptian texts written in the first three centuries CE. These writings were lost for centuries but were preserved in a single manuscript found in the eleventh century. It was missing entire sections and much of the writing had deteriorated to illegibility. The damaged manuscript came to Michael Psellus, a Platonic reviver in Byzantium, who put the writings in circulation again.16 It was again rediscovered in Macedonia (Bulgaria) in 1460 by a monk named Leonardo of Pistoia, who was sent by the Italian Renaissance court of Cosimo de’ Medici, philanthropist, scholar, and ruler of Florence, to search the monasteries of Europe for its forgotten writings.17
Medici had been greatly influenced by the introduction of Neoplatonism in Italy, which was brought by Georgius Gemistus Pletho from Byzantium in the late fourteenth and beginning of the fifteenth century, and had collected manuscripts of both Plato and Plotinus, giving them over to the humanist philosopher Marsilio Ficino to be translated.18 However when Cosimo obtained a copy of the Corpus Hermeticum manuscript around 1460, he gave it to Ficino for immediate translation. These writings, believed to be ancient revelations of the living Hermes Trismegistus who predated Plato, were of such importance that Cosimo asked Ficino to put aside the untranslated Dialogues of Plato and translate the Corpus first. He completed it in 1463, just a year before Cosimo’s death.19
Ficino’s translation from the Greek into Latin, published in 1471 and entitled Mercurii Trismegisti Liber de Potestaie et Sapientia Dei, or “The Book of Mercury Trismegist concerning the Power and Wisdom of God,” was exceedingly popular, being printed in twenty-two editions.20 Over the following several centuries numerous translations were made, the breadth of which G. R. S. Mead has written of in his Thrice-Greatest Hermes, published in 1906, with their various faults accounted for.
The Corpus Hermeticum, as it has come down to us, is a compilation of seventeen treatises, fourteen of which were included in Ficino’s Greek translation, about the nature of consciousness, humanity’s relationship to God, and the Hermetic mysteries of the cosmos. As was the custom of the time, they are written as theological-philosophical dialogues and sermons between a small group of figures, namely Hermes, Nous, Asclepius, Tat, Ammon, and Agathodaimon.
Foremost of these figures is Nous, a Greek word that is usually translated as “Mind,” though its real meaning is evasive. In Hermetic theology, Nous, God, the One, Source, or Mind is omnipresent in the universe, the invisible and immutable good that is yet visible in the sensible world. In the first tractate of the Corpus Hermeticum, Nous calls himself Pœmandres (Poimandres), or “Man-Shepherd,” describing himself as the “mind of sovereignty,” according to Brian P. Copenhaver’s translation; the “Nous of the Supreme,” according to Clement Salaman et al.; or “Mind of all masterhood,” as G. R. S. Mead translates it. Pœmandres only shows up two other times in the entire Corpus, in tract 13. Hermes Trismegistus is the disciple of Mind, and then in turn has his own disciples: Tat, Asclepius, Agathodaimon, and Ammon. Asclepius is the Greek name for the Egyptian god of healing, Imhotep or Imouthes, originally an official in the Third Dynasty that was later deified on account of his great renown in healing, architecture, writing, and astrology.21 Agathodaimon is the father of Hermes Trismegistus, “the second Hermes,” as Manetho called him, and Tat is the son of Hermes. The name Ammon refers to a primeval creator god of the Egyptians, who was identified with the Greek Zeus.
Of note is the fact that tract 15 is strangely missing from the Corpus. The numbering typically skips over the missing tract and ends at eighteen for a total of seventeen tracts, as Copenhaver and Salaman have done. Mead, however, has instead inserted “The General Sermon” as tract 2. To account for this he adjusts the numbering on the following tracts to include both the original numbering and his adjusted numbering in parentheses. In this way, according to Mead’s translation, tract 14—“A Letter to Asclepius”—becomes the missing tract 15. What “The General Sermon” is we cannot say, for Mead tells us that only the title is preserved, the text itself having disappeared before the Corpus came into the hands of Psellus.
The first tractate, “Pœmandres, The Shepherd of Men,” provides a foundation of Hermetic cosmogony and eschatology, as well as some essential astrology, while CH 3 presents nearly the same cosmogony in a condensed form. The Hermetic cosmogony will be discussed further in part II. “The Cup or Monad,” as Mead titles CH 4, is a comparatively short treatise that explicates the Oneness of the Source, which is the Monad or the Cup, the Bodiless God who is the cause of all other bodies. Hermes explains to his son and disciple, Tat, that while all men have been given Reason (Logos), they have not all received Mind. Mind is to be found like a prize, placed within a mighty Cup for those who heed the Herald’s call to be baptized in gnosis.
It is in the tenth tractate of the CH, entitled “The Key,” that Hermes presents his discourse to Tat on God, the Father, and the Good. The Good is the creative principle of God. In the Creation of all the things that are, God sends his desire for the Good through the Sun, which generates his children through the Intelligible and Sensible worlds. Of interest is the ebbing and flowing creativity of the maker, to which the individual can surely relate when it comes to the creative process. For sometimes as creators we create nothing, and sometimes we create in abundance, and sometimes we create with quality, and sometimes in quantity but with little quality. Yet this is contradicted later in the sermon, when Hermes says that the cosmos is continually being created, and creation is the motion of all matter. All forms are subject to evolutionary change and what amounts to a transmigration of souls, by which a human may become like unto God by contemplating the Beauty of the Good. Attachment to vice (viciousness) begins an involutionary movement, into matter, so that the human devolves in its transformations back toward the creeping things, rather than toward deathlessness and godliness. Hermes informs Tat further on the subjects of gnosis and sense (being very different from each other), polarity, matter, Nous, and the headlike Sphere of the Cosmos.
The Definitions of Asclepius Unto King Ammon, or The Perfect Sermon of Asclepius Unto the King (CH 16.17), is a discourse wherein Asclepius defines the Oneness and the Pleroma, or fullness, perfection, and completion of God. The Sun is established as the Demiurge, or God’s Craftsman, who receives the Creative Power (tou agathou)22—a flow of consciousness from God—and disseminates it to Earth. The Sun’s essence sustains immortals, mortals, and all things. The emphasis of the Sun’s power in this discourse sets it apart from the other tractates in the Corpus Hermeticum, and the veneration of the Sun evinces a strong Egyptian influence.23 Asclepius also explains the daimons who operate in the lower sphere below the Sun and the gods (the planets) and the zodiacal wheel of destiny. These daimons, as Mead calls them in his translation, are also called demons or spiritual powers;24 their essence is activity, and they can be good, bad, or both good and bad. The human soul has two parts—one above that is rational and beyond the influence of the fate spheres, or the planetary energies and their attendant daimons; and one below that is driven and shaped by the tyranny of the daimons.
It will suffice for now to have given a few examples of the character of the various Hermetic tracts, though a full summary is beyond the scope of this work. We will refer to it throughout the course of this book, however, drawing from the translations of Mead, Copenhaver, and Salaman et al.
The Definitions of Hermes Trismegistus to Asclepius
The Definitions of Hermes Trismegistus to Asclepius, also called Hermes Trismegistus to Asclepius: Definitions, was discovered more recently in an Armenian translation from the Greek and is thought to date back to the second half of the sixth century CE. The original text is likely as old as the first century, since similarities may be noted between the Definitions and the “Pœmandres,” among other philosophical Hermetica, with evidence suggesting the relative antecedence of the Definitions.25 Many of the treatises of the Corpus Hermeticum expound on ideas presented in the Definitions. G. Quispel, in his article “The Asclepius: From the Hermetic Lodge in Alexandria to the Greek Eucharist and the Roman Mass,” calls the Definitions “manuals for meditation,”26 an apt description. They are written as a series of aphorisms that concisely elucidate Hermetic mystical and spiritual truths; each one may be taken on its own for contemplation and meditation. They begin with a cosmological structure describing three worlds: God, Cosmos, and Man. God is the intelligible, immovable, and invisible good that permeates the visible world. Cosmos is the visible and sensible world, and within the sensible world is Man, the destructible and reasonable world, visible and dependent on the invisible for its being (DH 1). The human being has two natures—mortal and immortal—and three essences: intelligible (soul), animated (spirit), and material (body) (DH 6). Through knowledge (gnosis), the individual has the opportunity to perfect their soul (DH 6), and may even become a god (DH 8).27
The  Asclepius (or Perfect Sermon)
The Asclepius, also called the Perfect Sermon, is thought to have been written in the second or third century.28 The most complete version is a Latin translation, but there are also references to the Greek original by other authors, including Lactantius, Johannes Laurentius Lydus, and Stobæus.29 Of the Greek original, titled “Perfect Discourse,” we have only a few fragments and the quotations of the aforementioned authors with which to compare the Latin translation. Parts of the original “Perfect Discourse,” written in Coptic, are contained within the Nag Hammadi library, the collection of Gnostic and Hermetic texts discovered in 1945 (NHC 6.8). The Latin version of the Asclepius has been credited to Apuleius, author of The Golden Ass, but this has been controversial. Comparing the Latin and Coptic translations of the Greek original, it is clear that the Latin version was fairly liberal in its translation, whereas the Coptic remained more true to the original Greek.30 The Asclepius was allegedly the only Hermetic treatise that was known during the Middle Ages.31
While not part of the Corpus Hermeticum proper, the Perfect Sermon (or the Asclepius) is referred to in CH 9, “On Thought and Sense,” which begins, “I gave the Perfect Sermon (Logos) yesterday, Asclepius.” At the beginning of the Perfect Sermon (1.1), Trismegistus tells Asclepius that he is going to deliver a Godly sermon that will be “more Godly than the piety of [ordinary] faith.”32 This text is a discourse between Trismegistus (Thrice-greatest one) and Asclepius (student) at the outset, expanding to include Tat and Ammon, so that there is a “sacred group of four” gathered together in the holy place in “God’s goodly presence—to them, sunk in fit silence reverently, their souls and minds pendent on Hermes’ lips, thus Love Divine began to speak.”33 No others are allowed to be present for this most sacred teaching, to avoid profaning it by sharing it with the many who are unworthy.
In this sermon Trismegistus teaches the “True Philosophy,—the Pure and Holy [Love]” (14.1);34 that One is All, and All is One; that the Cosmos is One, its Soul is One, and God is One; that the Cosmos consists of the Four Elements—Fire, Water, Earth, and Air; that Heaven rules all bodies; and the Sun and Moon are responsible for all growth and waning. We learn, among other things, that Jupiter is a principle god as the ruler of heaven, that the Sun is a second god and dispenser of blessed light, and that there are thirty-six “horoscopes” (Decans) and seven spheres ruled by Fortune and Heimarmenē (fate).
Additionally, the Asclepius describes the nature of the holy mystery of divine intercourse between the male and female; the consequences of impiety and how it produces a putrid abscess that gnaws at the soul; and how piety, learning, and knowledge have been given to humanity by God that they may subdue passion and vice. Humans excel beyond the gods, for God has given them a twofold nature as both mortal and immortal, while the gods are only immortal. Humans, like God, may even become divine and create gods of their own. This they do in their own image, just as God created humankind to his own likeness. Thus these idols partake of two natures and are called “holy animals,” with the powers of both good and evil, just as their human makers (Asc. 37).35
This ability of humans to create gods, and the theurgical rites as described in the Asclepius, represents an example of the blurred lines between technical and philosophical Hermetica. The Asclepius professes to describe the Egyptian religion and the magical means by which statues of the gods are made to be “ensouled and conscious, filled with spirit and doing great deeds; statues that foreknow the future and predict it by lots, by prophecy, by dreams and by many other means; statues that make people ill and cure them, bringing them pain and pleasure as each deserves” (Asc. 24).36 These gods are considered “earthly,” and their power is derived from sympathetic magic or correspondence, using “plants, stones and spices . . . that have in them a natural power of divinity” (Asc. 38).37 Through the use of sacrifices, hymns, praises, and heavenly sounds, the powers of heaven are drawn down into the statue or idol.
Hermes likens Egypt to the image of heaven, or the “temple of the whole world” (Asc. 24).38 Yet despite the holy worship of its people, he makes a prophecy that Egypt will be abandoned by the gods and humanity: “O Egypt, Egypt, of your reverent deeds only stories will survive, and they will be incredible to your children! Only words cut in stone will survive to tell your faithful works, and the Scythian or Indian or some such neighbor barbarian will dwell in Egypt” (Asc. 24).39 A complete desolation of the world is described, as it succumbs to utter depravity, instability, godlessness, and hopelessness. But God sees this desecration and develops a plan, thereby restoring the world. He dispels evil and error through the purifying effects of a great conflagration, war, plague, or flood.
Hermes tells of the goodness of the world, and of the Creator, Jupiter, who rules between heaven and earth. He describes a new city to the west that will be ruled by the “gods who rule the earth” (Asc. 27), who according to Mahé and Meyer are likely the Ptolemaic rulers in the city of Alexandria.40 Hermes speaks of death and the dissolution of the body; upon the soul’s leaving of the body, he says, it is met by a great daimon (demon) that resides between earth and heaven and has been appointed by God as judge of human souls. This daimon will assess the life of the soul as having been godly or evil. If evil, the soul will be punished by its own eternal suffering, “swept back and forth between heaven and earth in the streams of matter” (Asc. 28).41 Such suffering after death can be avoided through reverence for god and by uniting the self with the Divine, the love of which frees the self from its mortal coils and instills within it an abiding trust in its immortality. The discourse continues to describe the lifegiving powers of the cosmos, and the nature of eternity, time, Heimarmenē(fate), necessity, and order.
The Excerpts of Stobæus
Included among the writings of the Hermetica are the excerpts of Joannes Stobæus, a fifth-century pagan scholar. Stobæus collected the writings of Greek authors (with a notable omission of any Christian authors) and compiled them together for his son, preserving some highly valuable writings that would have otherwise been lost entirely.42 These excerpts, sometimes called the “Stobaei Hermetica
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