
THE 
ETERNAL 
HERMES 
From Greek God 

to Alchemical Magus 

With thirty-nine plates 

Antoine Faivre 

Translated by 
Joscelyn Godwin 

PHANES PRESS 

1995 



© 1995 by Antoine Faivre. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be 
reproduced or transmitted in any form, with the exception of short excerpts used 
in reviews, without permission in writing from the publisher. 

Book and cover design by David Fideler. 

Phanes Press publishes many fine books on the philosophical, spiritual, and 
cosmological traditions of the Western world. To receive a complete catalogue, 
please write: 

Phanes Press, PO Box 6114, Grand Rapids, MI 49516, USA. 

Library 01 Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data 

Faivre, Antoine, 1934-
The eternal Hermes: from Greek god to alchemical magus / Antoine 

Faivre; translated by Joscelyn Godwin 
p. cm. 

Articles originally in French, published separately. 
Includes bibliographical references and index. 
ISBN 0-933999-53-4 (alk. paper)- ISBN 0-933999-52-6 

(pbk. : alk. paper) 
I. Hennes (Greek deity) 2. Hermes, Trismegistus. 3. Hermetism­

History. 4. Alchemy-History. I. Title 
BL920.M5F35 1995 
135'.4-<lc20 95-3854 

elP 

Printed on permanent, acid-free paper. 

Printed in the United States of America. 

9998979695 5432 1 



Contents 

Preface ................................................................................. 11 

Chapter One 

Hermes in the Western Imagination ................................. 13 
Introduction: The Greek Hermes ....................................... ................ 13 
The Thrice-Greatest ...................................................... .. ... ................. 15 
The Arabic Idris and the Alchemical Mercury ..... .... .............. ........... 18 
The Metamorphoses of Hermes in the High Middle Ages ................ 21 
At the Dawn of the Renaissance ...... ... .. ................. ................ ............ 25 
Hermes and the New Spirit of Humanism ...................... .................. 30 
Geoffroy Tory and Fran<;ois Rabelais ......................................... ........ 35 
The Return of Trismegistus at the Renaissance ................................ 38 
Faces of Hermes in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries ....... 40 

Hermesian Perspectives ........... ............................... ............................ 47 
Select Bibliography for Chapter One ... ..................................... .......... 52 

Chapter Two 

The Children of Hermes and the Science of Man ............ 55 
Hermetica and Modem Hermeticism ................................................ 55 
Hermes's Place Today ................ ......................................................... 63 
Select Bibliography for Chapter Two ......................................... ........ 72 

Chapter Three 

From Hermes-Mercury to Hermes Trismegistus: 
The Confluence of Myth and the Mythical ...................... 75 

I. Thoth, Hermes, Trismegistus; 
or The Ancient Faces of Mercury ............................. .......................... 76 

A. The Appearance of Trismegistus ........ .. ........... ........ ...... ............. 76 



B. Genealogies of the Triplex ............ ....... ..... ... .......... ..... ................ 80 
C. Books and Seals of Hermes .................... ..................................... 86 

2. Scenarios and Tablets, or Secrets of the Tomb of Hermes ............ 8 7 
A. Statues and Cities of Hermes .. .. .... .. ............ .. .... .. ............ .... ....... 87 
B. The Book of Crates and the Emerald Tablet .................... .. ...... . 89 
C. The Liber de Causis and other Scenarios .. .. ................ ... ........... 92 

3. The Beacon of Hermes, or Avatars of the Tradition ............. .. ....... 95 
A. Philosophia Perennis .. ................................................................ 95 
B. Hermeticism and Esotericism .................... ..... ..... .. .......... ........... 98 
C. Resistances and Permanencies ............................................ .. ... 100 

Notes to Chapter Three .. .... .... .. .......... .......... .. ........ .. .. ... ....... ............ 100 

Chapter Four 

Hermes's Presence in the City ........................................ 115 
Hermes the Architect, or Hermetistic Harmony ...... .. ...... .. ............. 115 
At the Crossroads of Amsterdam, or the Initiatic Message ............ 117 
Little-Eyes, or the Discreet Presence of Mercury .. .. ...... .................. 120 
The Meeting of Two Hermeses in the City of Screaming Metal .... 121 
Notes to Chapter Four ..... ..... .. ... ........................ ...... ... ..... .. .......... ...... 126 

Chapter Five 

The Faces of Hermes Trismegistus 
(Iconographic Documents) ............................................... 127 

Chapter Six 

The Inheritance of Alexandrian Hermetism: 
Historical and Bibliographical Landmarks ..................... 181 

1. The Miadle Ages .. .. ........................ .. ....................... .. .............. ....... 181 
A. References in the Church Fathers ................... .. ....................... 181 
B. Medieval Authors Mentioning Hermes .... .... ... ......................... 182 
C. Medieval Texts Influenced by Hermetism ...... .. ... ................... 182 



2. Rediscovery at the Renaissance ................................... .. ............... 183 
A. The Point of Departure ............................................................. 183 
B. English Puritanism; the Situation in Germany ...... ................. 183 
C. Editions and Commentaries on the Corpus Hermeticum .... .. 184 
D. Authors Whose Work is Marked by this Hermetism .. ........... 185 

3. Casaubon's "Revelation" and the Seventeenth Century ............ 186 
A. Isaac Casaubon ..... ....... ...................................... ... ..................... 186 
B. Authors Whose Work is Marked by this Hermetism .. .. .......... 187 

4. In the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries ...................... ... ..... 188 
A. General Remarks .. ...... ................. ....................................... ... .... 188 
B. German Works ......................................... .... ... ........ ....... .. .......... 189 
C. Reawakening in England and the United States ..................... 190 

5. Tradition and Erudition in the Twentieth Century ....... ........ ..... 191 
A. Persistence of Esoteric Exegesis .................... .. ........ ............... .. 191 
B. The Corpus Hermeticum and Academic Study ....................... 193 

6. Studies of the Reception of Alexandrian Hermetism .................. 194 
A. Books ......... ................ .... ......... ....... ...... ................. ...................... 194 
B. Selected Articles ...... ......... ......... .............................................. .. 197 

Index of Names ................................................................ 203 



For Lionel Robbe-Jedeau 



PREFACE 

The title of this collection encompasses two figures who are both 
distinct and complementary: Hermes-Mercurius, the God with the 
caduceus, who belongs to Greek and Roman mythology, and 
Hermes Trismegistus, whose appearance can be traced back to the 
early Alexandian epoch. Each of the six chapters stands on its own, 
having been published separately, and deals either with the God 
Hermes, or with Hermes Trismegistus-Qr with both. Given the 
similar inspiration running through all six essays, David Fideler 
and Joscelyn Godwin suggested that they might constitute an 
anthology endowed with some homogeneity. Therefore, for the 
purpose of the present edition, the articles in this volume have been 
for the most part corrected and enlarged, and their inevitable 
overlappings have been reduced. In their original version, they were 
published as follows: 

Chapter 1: "Hermes," in Dictionnaire des mythes litteraires, ed. 
Pierre BruneI (Paris: Editions du Rocher, 1988), pp.705-732. 

Chapter 2: "The Children of Hermes and the Science of Man," 
published in English in Hermeticism in the Renaissance 
(Intellectual History and the Occult in Early Modern Eu­
rope I, ed. Ingrid Merkel and Allen G. Debus (Washington: The 
Folger Shakespeare Library; London and Toronto: Associated 
Presses, 19881, pp.2~8. From Symposium held in March, 
1982, at the Institute for Renaissance and Eighteenth Century 
Studies in the Folger Shakespeare Library, Washington, D.C. 

Chapter 3: "D'Hermes-Mercure it Hermes Trismegiste: au 
confluent du my the et du mythique," in Presence d'Hermes 
Trismegiste, ed. Antoine Faivre and Frederick Tristan (Paris: 
Albin Michel, series" Cahiers de I'Hermetisme," 1988). From 
Symposium held in July, 1985, in Cerisy-La-Salle on "The 
Myth and the Mythical." 

Chapter 4: "Presence d'Hermes dans la ville (Le Picatrix, Gustav 
Meyrink, Luis Buftuel, George Miller)," in 0 Imaginario da 
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Picatrix
Highlight
Just as the daylight penetrates at dawn through every crack and
crevice, says the author of the Homeric Hymn, so Hermes slipped
silently in through the keyhole of the cavern which gave him birth.
How plastic, mobile, and ambiguous is the nature of this god,
whose feminine companions are Hermione, Harmonia, and above
all Iris, who precedes him with breezy feet and wings of gold!

Picatrix
Highlight
Two of these traits stand out from the tangled undergrowth: first,
his _~~~~p.~cti?n, linked to his extreme mobility; second, his
mastery o(§peech and interpretatiQn, warrant of a certain type of
"--" ....... -'-."_...... -- "-... ..• -' " . -"'._" --
knowledge.



Picatrix
Highlight
Hermes, unlike Prometheus, steals things only in order to put
them back into circulation

Picatrix
Highlight
psychopomp

Picatrix
Highlight
the "circulation" of souls

Picatrix
Highlight
Hermes is not content merely to lead souls to
the kingdom of the dead: he also goes there to find them and bring
them back to the land of the living

Picatrix
Highlight
Athenaeus and others ascribe to Hermes the glory of discovering
the arts and sciences, while the Homeric Hymn

Picatrix
Highlight
makes
him the inventor of the seven-stringed lyre.

Picatrix
Highlight
Perhaps he is largely indebted to Plato for this. Not long after
the Plutus of Aristophanes, where Hermes appears in a comic role,
Plato's Cratylus derives his name from the Greek word for an
interpreter: "I should imagine that the name Hermes has to do with



Picatrix
Highlight
speech, and signifies that he is the interpreter, or messenger, or
thief, or liar, or bargainer; all that sort of thing has a great deal to do
with language"

Picatrix
Highlight
Cratylus 408A

Picatrix
Highlight
His is the role
of the sage-even a facetious and playful one-rather than the hero:
the trait emphasized by the Iliad.

Picatrix
Highlight
This was his manifestation as Hermes Trismegistus,
which remains alive to this day.

Picatrix
Highlight
This led to a belief in



Picatrix
Highlight
Hermes as a historic person who had been divinized: a tendency
reinforced by Christian thought, which was resolutely euhemerist
from the second century onwards.

Picatrix
Highlight
the
attraction of Graeco-Roman paganism towards ancient Egypt: part
of the need that the Greeks felt for exalting Barbarian philosophy
to the detriment of their own.

Picatrix
Highlight
Around the
beginning of our era, the Greeks justifiably saw in Thoth the first
figuration of Hermes, or even the same personage under a different
name.

Picatrix
Highlight
The Lord
commands Hermes to participate in the creation of mankind as
steward and administrator. Thus one can see him as the principal
actor, after the supreme deity, in the anthropogonic drama.



Picatrix
Highlight
The most classic genealogy, contrived in the Hellenistic era
during the third or second century BeE, starts the Hermes series
with Thoth, who carved his knowledge on stelae and concealed it.
His son was Agathodemon, who himself begat the second Hermes,
called Trismegistus, whose son was Tat

Picatrix
Highlight
According to the traditions
presented by Plutarch, Isis was the daughter of Hermes; while
Cicero (De Natura Deorum III, 22) counts no fewer than five
Mercurys: the son of Heaven and Day; the son of Valens and the
nymph Phoronis; the son of the Third Jupiter and Maia; the son of
Nilus, whom the Egyptians will not name; and lastly "Theyt," who
. slew Argus, says Cicero, and taught the Egyptians laws and writing.

Picatrix
Highlight
Augustine, in the City of Godhe makes Trismegistus
the great-grandson of a contemporary of Moses, and euhemerizes
by regardip.g extraordinary human actions as the origin of Hermes
and the other Greek gods.



Picatrix
Highlight
Hermes-Mercury, in dual form, thus takes his place among the
tutelary gods of civilization. Strabo says that he gave the Egyptians
their laws and taught philosophy and astronomy to the priests of
Thebes; Marcus Manilius goes so far as to see in him the founder of
the Egyptian religion. For Jacopo of Bergamo, Minerva was the first
woman to know the art of working wool, and Chiron the inventor
of medicine; Hermes Trismegistus was the first astronomer, and
Mercury the first musician, while Atlas taught astrology to the
Greeks. There are similar attributions in Polydore Virgil: from
Hermes, we learned the divisions of time, while Mercury taught
the Egyptians the alphabet and knowledge of the stars.

Picatrix
Highlight
The ancient belief
that Hermes was the founder of a city was much repeated, notably
in the Picatrix, an Arabic text probably written in the tenth
century, then translated into Latin.



Picatrix
Highlight
The
short but very famous text of the Emerald Tablet ascribed to
Hermes Trismegistus belongs to this literature; it is part of a group
of writings in which Apollonius of Tyana rivals Hermes in importance.

Picatrix
Highlight
In the Latin countries, one should mention the romance of
Perceval where the hermit named Trevizrent-that is, "threefold
knowledge "-reveals the history of the Graal



Picatrix
Highlight
It is scarcely surprising that Hermes, whether or not qualified as
Trismegistus, was considered as the founder of alchemy as early as
Alexandrian times. Greek, which is to say Alexandrian, alchemy
certainly disappeared towards the sixth century, but from the
seventh and eighth centuries onwards the Arabs took up the thread



Picatrix
Highlight
The
Neoplatonists went further, applying this method to all religious
traditions, even foreign ones, and conSidering the whole universe
as a great myth from which· our intelligence is responsible for
extracting the spiritual meaning. Such was the method, for example,
of the Emperor Julian's friend Sallustius, in his book On the
Gods and the World.



Picatrix
Highlight
First there is the
allegorical meaning of Mercury as sermo I speech) or ratio Ireason),
frequently alluded to by the compilers and lexicographers up to the
Renaissance.

Picatrix
Highlight
the god of eloquence.

Picatrix
Highlight
On the copy
of an Arabic work of Kazwini the talaria are attached to his belt, and
the wings on his hat have turned into a cock's crest. On another



Picatrix
Highlight
illustration of the Albrician type, the wings have hypertrophied to
the point of covering his legs and head, forming a sort of heraldic
cape. Again, in one of the drawings published by Jean Seznec, the
caduceus is replaced by a two-light candelabrum.

Picatrix
Highlight
As early as the fourth
century, Sulpicius Severus reports that two demons approached
Saint Martin: "one was supposedly Jupiter, the other Mercury."
The latter was the more dangerous one, for "Mercurium maxime
patiebatur infestum"-"he was most afflicted by troublesome
Mercury."

Picatrix
Highlight
Yet there is none of this in one of the favorite works of the High
Middle Ages, the De nuptiis Mercurii et Philologiae

Picatrix
Highlight
of Martianus Capella

Picatrix
Highlight
In this tale of his wedding, Mercury stands for eloquencei
Philology, for love, wisdom, and reasoni the seven Liberal Arts act
as bridesmaids. Divorced, the two of them are condemned to
sterility: Mercury has no more to say, while Philology has no way



Picatrix
Highlight
to express herself.

Picatrix
Highlight
So one discovers on looking through the illustrations of
the treatise on astronomy and astrology of Michael Scot, written in
Sicily between 1243 and 1250 under Emperor Frederick II. His
attribute here is not a caduceus, but a book. In this context, Fritz
Sax! has shown that there was a Babylonian influence, by way of
Islam: the pious and learned Mercury of Michael Scot corresponds
to Nebo, the writer-god associated with the planet Mercury.
Equipped with a book, and sometimes even a halo, the "Mercury"
of the Babylonian images was a cleric or dervish, who on coming to
the West was naturally made a bishop. In the same way, Jupiter was
represented as a judge, on a basis of his ancestry in the god Marduk,
who decrees fate.



Picatrix
Highlight
And if in Alexander
Neckham (died 1217), the planetary gods correspond to the Seven
Gifts of the Holy Spirit, and Mercury figures as the dispenser of the
donum pietatis

Picatrix
Highlight
There is a celebrated book, the
Libel imaginum deorum, possibly by Neckham although it circulated
under the name of Albricus, together with a De deolum
imaginibus libellus, illustrated with pen drawings. Both the Libel
and the Libellus were widely read and frequently copied up to the
seventeenth century: they bear witness to a very ancient practice
of identifying the gods with the stars, which goes back at least to
the Greek poem Phenomena of Aratus

Picatrix
Highlight
But it was
above all the two texts attributed to Albricus, the Libel and the
Libellus, that enabled the Olympians to reconquer their ancient
sovereignty.

Picatrix
Highlight
Dante himself makes the planets correspond
to the Seven Liberal Arts: Dialectic belongs to the sphere of
Mercury, Grammar to that of the Moon, etc.



Picatrix
Highlight
Boccaccio sees Hermes as the interpreter of secrets and the
dissolver of the clouds of the mind

Picatrix
Highlight
Boccaccio has five
Mercurys: the Planet, the Physician, the Orator, the Trader, and the
Thief.

Picatrix
Highlight
Ovid moralized

Picatrix
Highlight
Here Mercury appears as the patron of eloquence and
of good preachers, but also of IIfalse indoctrinators.

Picatrix
Highlight
Up to the twelfth
century, astrological knowledge among Western clerics was virtually
limited to Macrobius' s Commentarium in Sommium Scipionis
(Commentary on the Dream of Scipio, circa 400 CE)



Picatrix
Highlight
melothesia

Picatrix
Highlight
The Mercury (card
no. XXII) is famous, with his triangular hat, buskins (soft boots),
flute, and caduceus whose two serpents are replaced by two winged
creatures resembling dragons; beneath his feet lies the decapitated
head of Argus. This Mercury results from a combination of the
Hermes of Antiquity and the Medieval one transmitted by Albricus.
But the drawing as a whole was inspired, as Fritz Saxl has shown,
by a Greek bas-relief discovered a few years earlier by Cyriacus of
Ancona, who had adopted Hermes as his personal divinity.



Picatrix
Highlight
Aby Warburg has shown
how the Hermes of Cyriacus of Ancona was adapted by Albrecht
Durer, then by Hans Burgkmair; then popularized, thanks to a
calendar of Lubeck, and finally used as a decorative motif on the
fal<ades of German and Austrian houses.



Picatrix
Highlight
As Boccaccio wrote "ventos
ague Mercurii est," so Botticelli paints him dissipating the clouds
of the mind and playing with them (d. Aeneid IV, 223) like a
Platonic hierophant, stirring the wispy vapors so th!l;t the Truth
may filter down from heaven, penetrating to us without blinding
us. If he is looking pensively towards this heaven, we suspect that
it is not with the object of losing himself there forever, but with the
Ficinian intention of return, of reentering the world with the
impetuosity of Zephyrus (who appears on the right of the painting).
For Mercury and Zephyrus, as Edgar Wind recognized, are but the
two phases of a single process: that which descends to earth as the
breath of passion, returns again to heaven in the spirit of contemplation.
The picture thus embodies the three phases of the Hermetic
process: emanatio, conversio, remeatio; emanation or procession
in the descent of Zephyr towards Flora, conversion in the
dance of the Graces, and reascension in the figure of Mercury.



Picatrix
Highlight
with his other index finger to his lips in the
gesture of Harpocrates: a strange oxymoron, applied to the god of
eloquence!

Picatrix
Highlight
Inscriptiones sacrosanctae vetustatis
11534) of Petrus Apianus.



Picatrix
Highlight
But it is as ratio and sermo I"reason" and "speech") that
Mercury enters many of these dictionaries, with the neat formula
quasi medius currens I" as if running in the middle") serving to
explain him etymologically.

Picatrix
Highlight
For BuM, Hermes represents the very
principle of Humanism, and as mediator he is paralleled with Jesus
Christ









Picatrix
Highlight
Giordano Bruno often identifies himself with
Mercury, the messenger sent by the Gods in order to reinstate
truth, a truth corrupted by the malevolent actions of the bad
Mercurys





Picatrix
Highlight
As we know from Herodotus and Pausanias, Hermes is represented
in ithyphallic form (he is even father to Priapus, according to
Hyginus). Panurge has secret affairs (Hermes was born from a secret
union of Maia and Zeus); he likes to pursue nymphets

Picatrix
Highlight
and gives the impression of
never being the victim of impotence-a malady which, according
to Petronius, is cured by Hermes.





Picatrix
Highlight
one of the most remarkable traits of this presence
of Trismegistus-which is to say, of Hermetism, * in the precise
sense of the term: editions, studies, and commentaries of the
Corpus Hermeticum-as his irenical aspect. Wherever Hermes
passes, religious tolerance prevails.

Picatrix
Highlight
Roger Bacon accorded him an important place in this history, albei t
a negative one. More than in the Middle Ages, the need was felt in
the Renaissance for conceptualizing the idea of "Tradition" lin the
esoteric sense, in which it has been understood since the nineteenth
century). At that time it was called the philosophia perennis
Iperennial philosophy), a term defined by Agostino Steuco in 1540,
in his book De perenni Philosophia.

Picatrix
Highlight
Enoch,
Abraham, Noah, Zoroaster, Moses, Hermes Trismegistus, the
Brahmins, the Druids, David, Orpheus, Pythagoras, Plato, the
Sibyls.



Picatrix
Highlight
In 1488, only ten years after the publication of the Corpus
Hermeticum in Ficino's Latin translation and a dozen years after
Botticelli's Primavera, an artist inlaid the pavement of Siena
Cathedral with a marvelous panel, still visible: it shows Hermes
Trismegistus himself in the form of a tall and venerable bearded
man, dressed in a robe and cloak, wearing a brimmed miter, and
surrounded by various persons, with the inscription "Hermes
Mercurius Trismegistlls Contemporaneus Moysii. "

Picatrix
Highlight
Pope Alexander VI, the protector of Pico della Mirandola, commanded
Pinturicchio to paint a great fresco in the Borgia Apartments
of the Vatican, abounding with Hermetic symbols and
zodiacal signs: one can see Hermes Trismegistus, for once young
and beardless, in the company of Isis and Moses.







Picatrix
Highlight
Kircher readily associated Kabbalah
with Hermeticism, seeing in Hermes, as Picino had done, the
inventor of the hieroglyphs, or of the truths inscribed on the stone
obelisks.





Picatrix
Highlight
Outside the hothouses of practical alchemy, there appeared in
Paris in 1719 the first volume of L'Antiquite expliquee, et
representee en figures, by Dom Bernard de Montfaucon, a set of
great folio volumes which devote a chapter to each of the divinities,
with luxurious illustrations showing objects from Antiquity belonging
to museums or private collections



Picatrix
Highlight
in 1801 Herder published a poetically inspired
dialogue between "Hermes and Pymander" in his journal Adrastea,
which owes little to the Corpus Hermeticum in terms of content,
but much more so in terms of style.



























Picatrix
Highlight
From the Hermetica to the Hermeticism
of the twentieth century, each human being is considered to
be a potential magus who, by his intellect, can accomplish marvelous
actions.

Picatrix
Highlight
Apart from "popular Hermetism," as Festugiere used to say,
represented by astrology and other occult sciences, there is erudite
Hermetism, which is what principally interests us here, and which
revolves entirely around the idea that Man can discover the divine,
on one hand because of theurgic practices, and on the other hand
through establishing a mystical relationship between the universe
and humanity





Picatrix
Highlight
The Rosicrucian vogue, which appeared at the same
time as Casaubon's revelation, can perhaps be partially accounted
for by such a reaction, as the historian R. C. Zimmermann has
recently suggested.













Picatrix
Highlight
Hermes, writes William G. Doty, "leads more to questions than to
answers: in no single narrative but in a whole patchwork of ways
in which the deity was approached in antiquity in literature and the
arts, he is uniquely allied with what is frequently named the
postmodern condition."





Picatrix
Rejected













Picatrix
Highlight
The Greeks are known to have given the name of Hermes to Thoth,
a local divinity of Middle Egypt, worshipped at Khmonou

Picatrix
Highlight
which they renamed Hermopolis

Picatrix
Highlight
Thoth was the magician-god who appeared to Isis while she was
trying to bring the members of Osiris back to life; he was also the
"hypomnematographer" or secretary of the gods. Even today,
Trismegistus has kept this dual function of assembler and
maintainer, in an eclecticism inseparable from the Western notion
of esotericism, and as the guarantee of a tradition

Picatrix
Highlight
There is another striking connection. A little after the decree of
196 BCE, the Jewish writer Artapan assimilated Thoth-Hermes to
Moses



Picatrix
Highlight
Hecateus of Abdera, who calls him Osiris's secretary,
attributes to Hermes the invention of writing, astronomy, music,
the games of the palaestra, eurhythmy, the three-stringed lyre, the
cultivation of the olive-and interpretation_

Picatrix
Highlight
Artapan tells us more: besides
writing, Thoth-Hermes "taught the Egyptians navigation, the
lifting of stones with cranes, weapons, water pumps, war machines,
and philosophY"



Picatrix
Highlight
In any case, Hermes
enjoys a privileged place among these entities, for it is he whom
God sends to this lower world to teach it, to make known the gnosis
and to abolish agnosia (Le., voluntary ignorance, whereas agnoia is
accidental ignorance), by addressing certain select disciples who,
like him, are of divine origin-



Picatrix
Highlight
The beautiful text of the Kore Kosmou adds to this mission of
Hermes another one: the Lord, having asked him to assemble the
other gods in order to discuss the plan for creating mankind, then
asks him to take part in this creation:



Picatrix
Highlight
Mercury is a god
of the crossroads_

Picatrix
Highlight
However, the coupling of "Hermes" with "Trismegistus" is
rarely met with outside the Hermetic texts, that is, scarcely before
the second century CEo One cannot fail to associate this epithet
with the alchemical ternary. In fact; an Alexandrian alchemist who
saw Hermes as the first master of the Work, read his name as
indicating that the operation should be done according to a threefold
ontological activity



Picatrix
Highlight
The most "classic" genealogy of Hermes in the Hellenistic era
was set down in the third or second century BCE. It begins the series
of Hernu:ses with Thoth, who engraved his knowledge on stelae,
•
then hid them. His son was Agathodemon, sometimes credited
with the editing of his father's teachings, and their conservation.
The son of Agathodemon was the second Hermes, who later, in the
second century CE, was often called Trismegistus-although this
word is not always enough for his certain identification in the
succession of Hermeses. Lastly, the son of Trismegistus was Tat.

Picatrix
Highlight
Cicero, in De natura deorum (III,
22), enumerates no fewer than five Mercurys: the son of Heaven and
Light; the son of Val ens and the nymph Phoronis; the son of Jupiter
and Maia; the son of Nilus. The fifth, called "Theyt," is the one
whom Cicero seems to intend as Trismegistus, for he says of him:
"He is the one worshipped by the Pheneatae (in Arcadia) and who
is said to have slain Argus, for which he fled to Egypt and there
taught the Egyptians laws and writing."



Picatrix
Highlight
In the same City of God, Augustine suggests an etymology for the
name "Mercurius" which he says means medius currens (running
in the middle), "because language 'runs' like a sort of mediator
between men."



Picatrix
Highlight
This was Hermes, the elder Mercury, buried (they say) in
Hermopolis, the town of his surname. Behold now, here are two
new gods already, Aesculapius and Mercury; for the first, the
opinion of both Greeks and Latins confirms it. But the second
many think was never mortal: yet he says here that he was his
grandfather, for this is one and that another, they both have one
name. But this I stand not upon: he and Aesculapius were both
made gods from men, by this great testimony of his grandson
Trismegistus.

Picatrix
Highlight
The
book believed to be the earliest Latin work on alchemy, dated 1144,
includes a preface by the translator from the Arabic original (Robert
of Chester), who writes:

Picatrix
Highlight
We read in the ancient histories of the gods that there were.~hre~
Philosophers who were all called Hermes. The first was Enoch,
whose names were also Hermes and Mercury. The second was
Noah, also called Hermes and Mercury. The third was the Hermes
who ruled Egypt after the Deluge and long occupied that throne.
Our predecessors called him Triplex by reason of his threefold



Picatrix
Highlight
virtue, bestowed on him by God. He was king, philosopher,_and.
prophet. It was this Hermes who after the Deluge was the founder
of all the arts and disciplines, both liberal and mechanical

Picatrix
Highlight
Naturally all this recurs at the Renaissance. Marsilio Ficino is
followed by many other authors, including Ludovico LazarellL The
lattertells us that Moses was born in anno mundi 2374 (1598 BCE):

Picatrix
Highlight
[At that time] there flourished a most expert Astrologer named
Athlas, the brother of Prometheus, a man much esteemed in
Physics, and ancestor on the maternal side of the great Mercury,
whose nephew was Mercury Trismegistus the present ambassador,
surely a man of singular and memorable virtue, a most noble
and excellent Mathematician, as Saint Augustine has fully told.
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At about the time
when the Corpus Hermeticum was being compiled, Manetho
reported 36,525 books, and Seleucus, 20,000! Iamblichus, towards
300 CE, suggested a more modest number.



Picatrix
Highlight
At the same time, he did not only teach astrology and alchemy,
but also magic, which uses material supports such as the statues
described in the Asc1epius, or stones and metals.
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Considered
as urbis conditor, Mercury-Thoth is the object of an inspired
page of that celebrated medieval text, the Picatrix, which makes a
fairly confused assemblage of more or less vanished traditions.
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{According to the ChaldeansJ Hermes was the first who constructed
images by means of which he knew how to regulate the
Nile against the motion of the moon. This man also built a temple
to the Sun, and he knew how to hide himself from all so that no
one could see him, although he was within it. It was he, too, who
in the east of Egypt constructed a City twelve miles long within
which he constructed a castle which had four gates in each of its
four parts. On the eastern gate he placed the form of an Eagle; on
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the western gate, the form of a Bull; on the southern gate the form
of a Lion, and on the northern gate he constructed the form of a
Dog. Into these images he introduced spirits which spoke with
voices, nor could anyone enter the gates of the City except by their
permission. There he planted trees in the midst of which was a
great tree which bore the fruit of all generation. On the summit
of the castle he caused to be raised a tower thirty cubits high on
the top of which he ordered to be placed a light-house the color of
which changed every day until the seventh day after which it
returned to the first color, and so the City was illuminated with
these colors. Near the City there was abundance of waters in
which dwelt many kinds of fish. Around the circurnfen;nce of the
City he placed engraved images and ordered them in such a
manner that by their virtue the inhabitants were made virtuous
and withdrawn from all wickedness and harm. The name of the
City was Adocentyn.
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Especially popular among the Arabs
was the discovery of the document in a tomb: thus the first Hermes,
who lived before the Deluge and foresaw it, built the pyramids in
order to deposit the secrets of science there before the world was
destroyed
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In the Kore Kosmou, Hermes, before returning to
heaven, engraved and hid his teachings, "so that every generation
born after the world would have to search for them."
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The Treasure of Alexander:
an Arabic treatise on astrology and alchemy, it also contains
reflections on the microcosm and the macrocosm, talismans, and
mentions Hermes as well as Apollonius of Tyana
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Emerald Tablet
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It was E. J. Holmyard
who discovered the oldest known version, which dates from the
eighth century: it was inserted in a text of the Arab Geber, called
The Elementary Book of Foundation, which was certainly trans·
lated from the Greek.
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Without presenting a full scenario, this
mentions Balinus, i.e., Apollonius of Tyana, as having discovered
an engraved tablet in the hand of Hennes
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Thus it is the first
known document which mentions an inscription on an emerald
tablet, found in a tomb of Hermes.

Picatrix
Highlight
The stories of this thaumaturge, a rival to Trismegistus in
the Hermetic imagination, are largely set in Syria. The idea of
placing the tomb of Hermes at Tyana and of having Apollonius
discover Hermetic texts there, as happens in several of these
narratives, could only have occurred after all precise historical
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knowledge of him had vanished
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We also find the text of the Emerald Tablet as the fourth part of
another Arabic writing that can scarcely date from before the
twelfth century, attributed to the Christian priest Sagijus, a fictitious
character. Sagijus's text begins thus
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Syriac was then regarded as the primordial language of mankind,
so that if Hermes was supposed to have lived before the Deluge, of
course he would have used it!
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ollonius and Hermes return to the scene together in the Book of
Causes of Apollonius the Wise, otherwise called the Book of the
Secrets of Creation_
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Written at the latest in 750, and at the earliest
in the sixth century, it must have been known to Geber. The copy
of 1266 contains a third Arabic version of the Emerald Tablet.
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the romance of Perceval
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the hermit called
Trevizrent (i.e., "triple science") is the revealerof the Graal history,
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Finally, one of the most
striking traits of this influence of Trismegistus in the Renaissance
is his irenic aspect: in the circles where Hermes passes, one can be
sure that tolerance reigns
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The extreme importance attaching to the idea of a prisca philosophia
presented a certain danger from the outset, in that it made the
authority of a text depend for validation on its antiquity.
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A little later, in 1700, the Jesuit Joachim Bouvet, a mathematician
and musician, was corresponding with Leibniz about the
I Ching. This Chinese document, wrote Bouvet, is in accordance
with "the most admirable remains we have of the wisdom of the
Ancients." And this is how Bouvet links up with the idea of
tradition
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Michael de Ramsay
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Voyages de Cyrus
(1727)
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Cyrus travels to Thebes, where he undergoes
instruction by a pontiff. The latter says: "To make known to you
the origin of our religion, our symbols, and our mysteries, you must
hear the history of Hermes Trismegistus who founded them.
Siphoas, or the second Hermes of this name, was of the race of our
first sovereigns.// Pregnant with him, his mother was shipwrecked,
gave birth on a desert island, and died. // A young goat answered his
cries, and fed him with its rnilk until he grew out ofinfancy.// Thus
he passed his early years browsing and eating dates. When the goat
died of old age, Hermes had the revelation of life and death: it was
then that the First Hermes, or Mercury, appeared to him, taught
him, and gave him the name of Trismegistus.
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Later he concealed
the mysteries of religion, the teachings that he had received from
the First Mercury, in hieroglyphs and allegories.
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It had been realized, meanwhile, that
the dating of the Corpus Hermeticum was after all of only relative
importance, and entirely secondary to the content of the work-a
view eloquently defended by Ralph Cudworth, the Cambridge
Neoplatonist
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Considered as a mythical place, the city of Hermopolis deserves a
lengthy study. We know that the local divinity of Khmonou (the
modern Achmouein) in Middle Egypt was Thoth, called Hermes by
the Greeks and credited with the role of urbis conditor, founder of
the city. The tradi tion vacillates between identifying this personage
with the god Hermes and with Hermes Trismegistus, a significant
ambiguity which points to the meeting-place of Myth with
History
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The city's fluidity (water), mobile
colors (like a science-fiction decor), and therapeutic talismans are
so many attributes of Hermes, bestowed on the city which he
founded and adorned.
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The Middle Ages did not hesitate to represent this Trismegistus.
There is, for example, the beautiful book of illuminations dating
from the end of the thirteenth or the beginning of the fourteenth
century, at the Meermanno-Westreenianum Museum in The Hague
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This contains a French version of Saint
Augustine's City of God, in which the passage that refers to
Hermes is illustrated by two miniatures
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The latter
blames Hermes for having described the Egyptian practices that
give life to statues with the help of magical formulas and invocations.
In so doing, he quotes the relevant passages from the
Asc1epius and says that Hermes has his prophecies on the decline
of Egypt from the Devil and not from God. As an example of a "true
prophecy" on the decline of Egyptian idolatry, he quotes Isaiah,
19.1: "An oracle concerning Egypt. Behold, the Lord is riding on a
swift cloud and comes to Egypt; and the idols of Egypt will tremble
at his presence." And in Isaiah 19.10: "Those who are the pillars of
the land will be crushed, and all who work for hire will be grieved."
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On the second illumination
(fo1.392), the colors of Hermes Trismegistus's garments are bleaker.
He sits weeping as the idols topple from their columns and are
collected by devout people, while a mass-the symbol of the true,
victorious religion-is celebrated. We are reminded here of Isaiah
19.19: "In that day there will be an altar to the Lord in the midst of
the land of Egypt, and a pillar to the Lord at its border."
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What is probably the best known work appears not in a book but
in Siena Cathedrallsee Plate 7). It is one of the images engraved
between 1481 and 1498 on the white marble floor-slabs, representing
the pagan prophets and the five Sibyls considered as precursors
of Christianity; as Ficino says: "Lactantius did not hesitate to
number [Trismegistus] among the Sibyls and Prophets." The group
in question dates from 1488 and is attributed to Giovanni di
Maestro Stephano. Placed in the middle of the floor at the far
western end of the building, it immediately seizes the visitor'S
attention. At the foot it says: "Hermis Mercurius Trismegistus
contemporaneus Moysi" IMercury Trismegistus, contemporary of
Moses)
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In the middle he himself appears, with a long forked beard
and a pointed hat or miter, handing to another bearded, turbaned
man a book on which one can read the words: "Suscipite 0 licteras
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et leges Egiptii" IReceive your letters and laws, 0 Egyptians!). His
left hand touches a vertical slab supported by sphinxes upon which
is carved a passage that summarizes Asc1epius I, B. The passage
read
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God, the creator of all, made himself a second visible god, and
made him the first and only one. He rejoiced in him, he greatly
loved this his own son, who is called the Holy Word.






























































































































































