[image: image]
[image: image]


For Peter Lamborn Wilson

(1945–2022)



PREFACE

This book is an imaginative speculation on the possible present and future being of the God Hermes and his epiphany as the culture hero and initiating deity, Hermes Trismegistus—the Thrice Great Hermes, of the Hellenistic and Roman imperial period. The Greek Hermes had been identified as early as Herodotus (ca. 485–425 BCE) with the Egyptian god Thoth, whose provenance was, among many other things, magic. In the late Hellenistic period, when Greek and Roman pharaohs ruled pharaonic Egypt, Hermes-Thoth was known to Greek-speaking Egyptians as Hermes Trismegistus. He became the central figure in the series of initiatory and speculative tracts known as the Corpus Hermeticum. These texts were recovered in the Florentine Renaissance and translated from Greek into Latin by Marisilio Ficino (1433–1499). Hermes Trismegistus meanwhile, because the Greek Hermes was also the Roman Mercury, became associated with mercury, the metallic substance and with the practice of alchemy, where mercury plays a prominent role. The Hermetica—that is, the Corpus Hermeticum and other writings concerning Hermes Trismegistus—grew to be important texts during the Florentine revival of pagan mysteries and remained among the basic authorities for esoteric religion and syncretic philosophy that flourished until the Protestant Reformation and Catholic Counter-Reformation of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries all but suppressed that revival. They continue to be studied in esoteric circles today.

For this book on Hermes Trismegistus, I gathered and translated seven texts from antiquity. Two are poems with a prehistory of oral composition (Theogony and Homeric Hymn to Hermes); a third is a foundational text for Greek philosophy and indeed philosophy generally (an untitled poem by Parmenides, sometimes referred to as the “Poem of Parmenides”); and a fourth is the Poimandres, the initial prose tract from the Corpus Hermeticum, which I have found appropriate to treat as a poetic dialogue. The fifth is my selection and arrangement of the poem fragments that survive under the title the Chaldean Oracles. (The Oracles inspired Neoplatonic philosophy and were eventually transmitted to the esoteric traditions of both European and Near Eastern civilizations.) The sixth, “The Vision of Isis,” is the one Latin text I translated and is from the final section in Apuleius’s Metamorphoses (otherwise known as The Golden Ass). This text, though also originally in prose, was translated as verse by me to preserve something of the rhetorical richness of what really is a fully developed vision of the Goddess. The final text is “On Divine Virtue,” a tract by the Egyptian alchemist Zosimos, written in Alexandrian Greek in the fourth century CE. It is among the earliest alchemical texts we have and serves for me to connect the various guises of Hermes in the ancient world to the Hermetic tradition in the modern one, through the self-consciously Hermetic practice of European alchemy.

The texts divide neatly into the two periods from which they derive, the classical (and so-called archaic) periods extending from the time the Homeric texts were first written down (ca. 800 BCE) to the death of Alexander the Great in 332 BCE, and the Hellenistic-Roman periods, 332 BCE until the deliverance of the Roman Empire over to Christianity. The classical texts are the Theogony by Hesiod, the Homeric Hymn to Hermes, and the “Poem of Parmenides.” The Hellenistic-Roman texts are the Chaldean Oracles, the Poimandres, “The Vision of Isis,” and “On Divine Virtue” by Zosimos. Each is given its own section, and between the two groups is an essay on the relation of Egypt to Greece.

Each translation is preceded by a brief introductory essay providing essential information for reading the texts, and each is followed by a commentary, working out in various ways how I construe these works to embody, express, reveal, and project for the present and oncoming times what I will call the Hermetic Genius or spirit. An extended introduction precedes the eight chapters, articulating some general notions about Hermes and a few concepts peculiar to my own way of thinking, which are useful for following the commentaries. Some of the introductory material may seem a bit abstruse, and I hope its presence will not interfere with the reader’s reception of the translations, which should, I hope, stand alone. The same, though to a lesser degree, goes for the commentaries. Nevertheless, since there is a philosophical project behind my work, I wanted to make something of its scope and flavor available to the interested reader. But the heart of this book should be the poetry. Where poetry actually stimulates our attention, Hermes is “happening.”

The seven texts were translated by me over the course of some fifty years. They are not intended as scholarly corrections of previous translations, and they do not aim at rendering more accurately the intent of their authors. They are, rather, gathered toward what I call the further life of the texts and, more sententiously, the further life of Hermes himself. The gods, in the active imagination of some readers (and translators!), survive the dissolution of their pantheon. That is peculiarly true of the Greek gods. The cosmos ordered by Zeus and his extended family no longer configures the world for us, and yet these figures keep resurfacing and making themselves available to further entangle us in the mystery of “what is.”

My experience again and again over the years in reading these texts has been 
that, as I work through the Greek, the translation forms itself in my mind and 
its voicing emerges on my tongue. I consider them more part of my work as a poet 
than as performances of scholarly control over the literary material. 
Nevertheless, they are not imitations in RobertLowell’s sense as opposed to translations (Lowell 1961). They are translations indeed, a conveyance of poetic substance across the distanceless distance between ancient Greek and contemporary English, between a time when mind grasped itself under a divine aegis and our time when the very absence of the gods prepares the stage for their further advent.

I have followed the literal sense of the poetry as much as possible, and I have made use of appropriate scholarly information to the degree that it has been available to me. That said, it is still the case that the entire effort has been to project the poetry. I imagine each text as being read continuously, so that one might engage the continuous gesture of its music.

Not all of these texts make explicit reference to Hermes, but all, in my configuration, manifest his spirit. And it is the further life*1 of that spirit that is my concern.



INTRODUCTION
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THE TEXT ITSELF IS THE SECRET


HERMETICISM RECONVENED: A NEW IMAGINATION OF INTELLIGENCE

Hermes is the very principle of the mind in all its possibilities: from heights of intellectual and contemplative brilliance to the daily cognitive life of each of us, from a cosmic principle of creative vision to the cognitive capacities of birds, fungi, and microbes. Hermes organizes academic discussion and public debate and encourages the most intimate and private occult speculation; he stimulates insights (wise, cantankerous, or frankly conspiratorial) and delusions (deleterious or divine). Hermes manifests between things: between sleep and waking he is the bringer of enigmatic dreams; between waking and sleeping, outré or quotidian mathematical clarities, eternal verities, insidious machinations. His mood and attitude might be glad inventiveness, helpful and generous, sparkling with open frankness, tantalizing with unexpected phenomena in and out of the mind. Hermes sponsors scientific disciplines but also negotiates with magical agencies and Wiccan theurgy. He whispers in the minds of CEOs, demagogues, pundits, visionaries, curious children, careful craftsmen, secret sages, and underworld dons.

Hermes as the sponsor of intellectual penetration gives us modern mathematics, modern physics, modern technology, information theory, modern weaponry, and modern finance. Yet, Hermes as trickster knows that these smart and powerful practices of cognitive resourcefulness cannot penetrate to the truth of Being or effect a commodious alignment upon or with it. There are mathematicians in whose psychic core nestles a will to unravel or further entangle the knotted skein of existence; it hardly matters which. These are the self-articulations of the inescapably inscrutable—that mathematics itself discovers paradoxes; that fundamental physics powers up from contradictory theoretical unnegotiables; that young physicists at Cern or Fermilab enthuse over the promise of enigmas to come! But far from gleefully celebrating scientific discoveries, where technologies seek mastery rather than harmony, Trickster Hermes countenances environmental, military, fiduciary, and medical catastrophes. We have given ourselves an ever-increasingly integrated global system of finance, information, and communication. These only exist, however, by a perpetual will-to-expand that threatens terrestrial existence as a whole. Is intelligence itself irremediably rigged so that it overwhelms, floods, manipulates, teases, demands our participation, sues for our allegiance, and torments our self-esteem, all the while entangling reason and existence in networks across the world, until it well might seem that our will to ameliorate our sundry predicaments—in short technology—is engineering our demise?

Our time seems overwhelmed by multiple spheres of intelligent concern that must but, it would seem, cannot be brought under a coherent set of views. How such views might steer clear of authoritarian dogmatism, head-in-the-sand private intuition, narrow professional specialization, or extravagantly broad but undependable fantasy is rarely discernible. We require not further elaboration of what mind we have thus far been able to muster but an altogether new imagination of intelligence. Any further life for the tradition of the Hermetic does not proffer itself merely as the continuation of ideas and practices of the past. These seven texts are offered for their hidden gems of insight and direction, some of which insights indeed are tried and true though eclipsed (occulted) by more familiar texts and contexts. Others have yet to find their articulation and their time of invention, discovery, or application. Still, without the whole of the Hermetic universe being brought to bear in principle, the partial activities of mind are subject to all the familiar consequences of intellectual partiality—global conflict, ecological devastation, fundamentalist confusions of all kinds (not only religions suffer from unnegotiably intransigent practices and beliefs). Here Hermes, slighted by partiality, plays the trickster and allows the conflict of ontologies to wreak havoc upon the whole of apparent Being. If technological reason is one facet of mind but has managed to project itself over the whole of the world of our time, crises of climate change, habitat destruction, overpopulation, and income inequality would be the dark jest of that partiality—Hermetic blowback, the devastating games of Trickster Hermes. But to return to Hermes the dignity of a principle of intellect that cannot be fragmented is to heal the inescapably discordant multiplicity of the world, not by bringing the fragments together under a normative hierarchy but by opening the ground from which this very multiplicity continues to grow and into which each phenomenon dissolves when its time-span form comes to a close. What I call a time-span form is any continuing phenomenon: a gesture, a plan of action, a conversation, a poem, a narrative, a musical or dance performance.

These seven texts are central to a still-evolving Western Esoteric Tradition in which the principle of spiritual awakening engages creativity exactly where its dark twin—the inalienably transitory character of being in time—is also in play. Solve et coagula, dissolve and bind together, the alchemists love to say. The Hermetic work involves 
breaking apart and bringing together, incursions of things appearing suddenly and phenomena vanishing from view. That which has become stultifying in its overbearing coherence or manically prolific without regard to context or use must be dissolved to reveal the fresh, creative ground that still underlies its elements. That which suffers in an agony of mere repetition or random incoherence must be recombined, reaggregated, forged and fused anew under the aegis of an emergent harmony. That which is impossible but desirable must be delivered to and from means available from the invisible; that is, the Divine Background to all that comes to appear.

Hermetic work, in spite of its comfortable fellowship with abstraction, is concrete and specific. Its values proceed from action appropriate to its phase, not the rigid insistence upon atemporally lodged, abstract generalities. And yet the work itself follows from a principle of radical immediacy that is in time but not of time and is nowhere apart from intelligence and Hegel’s “labor of the concept,” the intellectual concentration required to make thoughts cogent and appropriately communicable.

Though all seven texts have been translated before, they have never before been published together. The hope is that here their points of connection and mutual illumination might spark originary insights in their readers. The numen, godhead, or spirit, or what I think of as the Genius of Hermes, inspires the deepest kind of research—private, contemplative investigations into the nature of Being itself, as well as possibilities for new social formations. If, as one of the slogans of Occupy Wall Street had it some years ago, “Another world is possible,” it is through a commonly communicable yet individually accessed ground of awakening that new sociality might evolve. What one discovers under such an aegis is the continuing reconstruction of the concerns of what, some years ago, the late Peter Lamborn Wilson and Chris Bamford dubbed “Green Hermeticism” (Wilson, Bamford, and Townley 2007)—Hermeticism reconvened for the renewal of the world.




HERMENEUTICS: THE FURTHER LIFE OF THE TEXT AS FURTHER LIFE OF THE GOD

The word hermeneutics—the practice of interpreting texts—comes from the Greek verb hermeneuein, whose root is the name Hermes itself and means both to translate and to interpret. Every translation is an interpretation, and conversely, every act of interpretation translates—carries across—the sense of the text into a new situation. Hermes is the god of translators and interpreters and of the intimate connection between them. Hermeneutics elaborates the meaning of a text, but it can also bring it back to an original sense, lost in the course of its previous elaboration. The future of a text springs in part from a renewed exploration of its past.

The late Henry Corbin, the French philosopher, theologian, and professor of Islamic studies, introduced to the West the Islamic understanding of hermeneutics as ta’wil—a term that he translates both as “the interpretation that leads the text back to its truth” and, more esoterically, “the interpretation that leads one’s soul back to its truth” (Corbin 1960; my italics). Interpretation is not an academic exercise if understood in this way. It involves the very being of the hermeneut. 
To read a text whose matter concerns one’s being is to place oneself under the 
interpretive colors of that text. Inspired reception, translation, interpretation, and committed reading share an ontological itinerary.

Texts accumulate meaning over time, even as they grow more distant in time from their point of origin and, consequently, more distant from their original sense. As more readers read them, meanings accumulate—as language itself forms over many thousands of generations. But an original impulse may be lost when too lavishly spent.

Once we acknowledge these aspects of both textuality and language, we should be able to see that ancient texts like those translated in this book require a mode of translation, or hermeneutics, that is not just interpretation but “deep reading”—a reading that is receptive to the accumulated and accumulating density of the text, that participates in its further accumulation, and yet reads back to recover a sense that such elaboration is in danger of covering over.

A text is never only what it was at its moment of emergence (though it is always also its many moments of emergence—each moment that someone reads it); a text is also its further life—its projection toward the oncoming recovery of its accumulating sense. In this respect, no text exists, in and of itself, apart from the process of the recovery of it. The process of further discovery may very well take the form of an inquiry into a covered-over, hidden sense. That a text offers itself up for such recovery provides a primary impetus for its being read—again, its further life.

One’s reading can proceed as a work of recovery even as it projects what one reads toward further life. And because the further life of the text takes place in a time not yet or only now arriving—that is to say, occurs in contexts different from those that obtained during its composition—the newly uncovered meanings may certainly suggest things not thought of in earlier readings, even readings nearly contemporary with the text’s origin.

What is true of a text—if it is a text that harbors a theophany; that is, the coming to appearance of a deity—must also be true of the god that is its subject. The further life of the text opens onto the further life of the god and does so by allowing possibilities that may not have been realized in earlier times to come to appearance now. As we recede from the time of the theophanic event that gave rise to the text, a hermeneutic search recovers meanings impossible to realize even at the site of its original incursion but that still are aligned upon the god’s hermeneutic trajectory.




MYSTICAL UNION: PARMENIDES, BEING, AND A DIVINE BACKGROUND TO THE REALM OF THE GODS

The particular mode of spiritual practice that has configured itself in me over the past sixty years I owe in part to the text of the early Greek thinker Parmenides and to my self-granted permission to read his extant poem as a formulation of the unio mystica, or mystical union: the ineffable, even impossible, absence of distinction between individual being and the absolute ground or really the ab-grund, or groundless ground,*2 that is Being itself.

The mystical union between an individual and an ultimate principle appears in different vocabularies and with different strategies of realization in all the world religions: union with or transformation into god or the god in the Hellenic Mystery cults, harmony with the tao in China, the principle of ontological emptiness in Buddhism, the identity between Atman and Brahman in Hinduism, the soul’s consanguinity with Jesus and hence with God the Father in contemplative Christianity, the mystical grades associated with the kabbalistic Tree of Life in esoteric Judaism. Similar realizations occur in Islamic Sufism and Yezidi-related antinomian theologies (Wilson 2022). But my declaration to myself was that the universal form of mystical union is the principle in Parmenides to which the various locutions for Being in Greek—einai (to be), esti (is), and several others—refer. For Parmenides these locutions constitute the entirety of what can truthfully be expressed in language and engaged with by thought. But this apparently extreme contraction of the provenance of Being actually opened for me—and might for anyone else, too, it seems to me—access to the entire treasury of what sentient beings find as being in Being. Put succinctly, as I have in my book about the Eleusinian Mysteries (Stein 2006), the mystical path involves the transformation of the initiate or practitioner “ from being a being to being Being.”

That to which the Greek Being words point and their singular way of pointing form a unique juncture between language and what language is able to say, between mind and what it can know, between what we essentially are and the ultimate nature of what is. For with Parmenides nothing can be positively asserted except Being itself: all other speech can do no more than indicate how appearances arise for us. Nothing that appears really “is” as it appears, and yet—and this is the crucial discovery—each appearance has a unique link to Being, for everything that appears, appears to be. “The illusory is real enough,” Charles Olson says in The Maximus Poems. Or as Peter Lamborn Wilson puts it: “Reality is just as real as it needs to be.”*3

Of course, the relation between Being and appearance is inescapably paradoxical, for our access to Being is through appearances that, in terms of what they show in appearance, are not. Appearance must abandon itself to Being, and yet Being must abandon itself to apparency so that we, who are ourselves apparent beings, might discover access to Being itself.

In my thinking, Hermes embodies that paradox essentially. He sponsors every manner of coming to appear and at the same time gives the lie to any appearance that is grasped too firmly as actually being as it appears. The reification of appearances (the insistence that what appears is an object or thing that really possesses the properties we perceive in it) awakens the Hermetic trickster. Hermes bestows the power to manifest appearances, to manipulate appearances, and to give appearances the lie; and yet, through the very power of deception, Hermes can deliver one, in one’s very being, over to Being itself.

The most immediate consequence of this notion, in terms of the unio mystica, is that there can be no ultimate difference between Being and the mind that thinks it. In Parmenides’s single, radically minimal assertion, the essence of the unio mystica—the absolute nonseparation between one’s own being and the ultimate principle—is given a universal formulation in purely ontological terms.

But the Hermetic interpretation of the Parmenidean principle also shows how to decomplexify the tangles of conflicting ideation that beset our ever-more interconnected cognitive universe—the tangle of appearances that Teilhard de Chardin years ago named the noosphere (1955; from Greek nous, “mind”)—the globe of Earth and its biosphere suffused with the ongoing cognitive adventures of untold billions of sentient creatures. The noosphere (I extend Teilhard’s term to include what is beyond or just other than human intelligence) would be the concretely existing sphere of cognizing sentience—the actually occurring activity of knowing the appearances of the world.




HODOS AGNOSIA: THE WAY OF UNKNOWING

Our lives are circumscribed by an impenetrable ignorance. We do not, ordinarily, possess spontaneous thoughts about how we came into being, and we have no way of giving ourselves testable cognitions concerning what actually happens when our life ceases. A twofold agnosia—ignorance or unknowing—encloses us. But if I carry my ignorance conscientiously, I can see that, regarding all the great metaphysical, ontological, and epistemological alternatives with which public intellectual space regales me, my critical sword of inalienable agnosia cuts two ways: ignorance of the nature of birth and death deprives me of my comfortable credulities (such as a positive belief in an afterlife), but it cuts through all the uncomfortable ones as well. I am ignorant of whether I utterly vanish without trace at my life’s demise.

When we try to imagine what is actually imparted by each of the translations in this book, we might do well to allow our ignorance to take hold of itself as an absolute ignorance. It is not about to be removed by the availability of further data or the construction of more perspicuous or capacious conceptual schemes. The only instrument we have for engaging with the initiatory wisdoms vibrating in these poetries is our ignorance, but only if it is an ignorance vibrantly imbued with the living sentience that, in spite of it, inhabits it. My first tai chi teacher, Lou Kleinsmith, once put it (I don’t know if he got it somewhere else): “If you think you know what you do not know, you’ll never see what you’ve never seen.” Drive your awakened sentience straight through to the marrow of unknowing, I tell myself. That and the surprising obviousness of the atemporality of “now” should do it for me. And it does. (See the “All NOW” section of my commentary on the “Poem of Parmenides” for what I mean by this.)




THE DIVINE BACKGROUND AND EGYPT

In the Mediterranean world that this book concerns, long before Parmenides, something like a Divine Background to all existence—a transcending and yet pervading god-imbued principle—was intuitively felt if not explicitly articulated. By the time the Homeric texts were written down (ca. 800 BCE), Egyptian and Mesopotamian civilizations with their fully developed cosmologies and theologies had been flourishing for more than two thousand years. The sense of a Divine Background recognized that the proliferation of different god forms in the different cultures had a common basis. If the context for the coming into being of the gods—their theogony—was such a background, the connections between gods with similar attributes in different cultures would seem natural. A Greek thus might easily assimilate the gods of his or her native locality to the canonical tales of the twelve Olympian gods without undue strain or cognitive dissonance. The ancient Great Goddess of Old Europe, as Marija Gimbutas formulated it, might have been represented in a given city by a pre-Olympian Hera or Demeter or Persephone or, in later times, by the Egyptian goddess Isis (Gimbutas 1982). The figure of Apollo in the Olympian system is quite distinct from the sun gods Helios and Hyperion; nevertheless, in later contexts he is treated as identical to them. And as the Egyptian pantheon from very ancient times organized itself around a series of solar figures (Re, Osiris, Horus, Atun, Amun-Re) during the Hellenistic and Roman periods, all the Greek solar figures could simply be identified with the Egyptian ones. One sees that identification in the Greek Magical Papyri, a body of papyri gathered by an unknown Egyptian of the Graeco-Roman period (see chapter 8 for further notes on the Papyri). The fluidity implicit in divine identity afforded by the intuited Divine Background shows that something like the idea of universal Being was a long time in preparation before being recognized as such by Parmenides. In Egyptian religion as well as Greek, there seems to have been a sense of such a background supporting the vast proliferation of gods (Assmann 2001).

The poems of Hesiod and Homer, though they represent the very formation of the Olympian system and are its most complete expression, nevertheless everywhere carry traces of a realm of divine beings that preceded the Olympian hegemony. These epics suggest again and again that the gods participated in a principle of divinity that they did not create. Gods in general emerge out of a “divine milieu” (Teilhard de Chardin 2001) that precedes them and can often be seen to pervade them: a milieu expressed in cosmological terms. For instance, in the Theogony, as Xaos, Erebos (Darkness), Gaia (Earth), Eros, and Nyx (Night) exist before the birth of the anthropomorphic gods, these beings show a certain independence from the narratives of history and the intrigues of mythology. To be clear: I am not saying that the preOlympian entities in the Theogony are the Divine Background, only that their existence shows that the Greeks before the classical age were aware of a divine condition other than that of Olympus. I am looking to configure a Divine Background, even behind or beyond Gaia and the Titans, that remains the “same as it ever was” (to quote David Byrne) 
through changes in dynasties and world ages and indeed the history of civilization itself. The one word we have from Parmenides’s Pythagorean teacher Ammonius is hesychia: stillness, a stillness that pervades the cosmos and that can be heard on mountaintops and other desolate places is indeed the “same as it ever was” and will succeed the demise of the cosmos itself. Yet that all-pervading stillness can be felt to share its eternity with one’s most intimate presence, one’s deepest attentive capacity for silence. Take that silence as a material symbol for Being itself: the ineradicable, the timeless, the sentience that antedates, permeates, and postdates the deities and the material cosmos alike.

Apart from this silence, intimations of divine existence that are other than the gods can be seen in the notion of fate or destiny that is often expressed, during the period of the Olympian regime, as the will of Zeus; but even in the Iliad and the Odyssey, Zeus himself is subject to destiny. Athena tells Odysseus that neither she nor any other god can divert the plan of Fate to suit their convenience or benefit their favorites. The gods themselves secure Mount Olympus only after a ten-year struggle against their own progenitors—the old gods, the Titans and others—but Gaia herself seems to know that eventually Zeus will be succeeded, as he himself succeeded Kronos and Kronos succeeded his own father, Ouranos. And Mount Olympus, apart from its occupancy by Zeus and his cohorts, is seen to radiate a divine glow that was definitely not put there by the Olympians.




GREECE AND EGYPT

I must say a bit more about the connection between Greece and Egypt, for a few of the texts translated here have an Egyptian provenance: the Poimandres from the Corpus Hermeticum (and indeed a vast body of writings pertaining to Hermes Trismegistus, only some of which survive) originated in Hellenized Egypt. The goddess in Apuleius’s Metamorphoses gathers to herself all the goddesses known to the author, though she proclaims her true identity to be the Egyptian Isis. The text by the alchemist Zosimos shows its author as a Hellenized Egyptian. We will have occasion to comment upon the aforementioned Greek Magical Papyri, which preserves a rather striking collection of spells, charms, ceremonies, and techniques for invoking and even becoming gods—accumulated in a rich syncretic mélange and written in Greek. In these papyri, the identification between many figures exhibiting the Hermetic Genius is explicit: Hermes is Thoth. Even the identity of Hermes and Hekate is borne witness to and called upon.




A PAGAN THEODICY?

Perhaps what is most difficult to understand about pagan theology is its apparent amorality. For the Christian, the Jew, or the Muslim, an essential task of theological thought is, in John Milton’s words, “to justify the ways of God to man”; that is, to provide a theodicy. The powers and acts of the gods in pagan mythology are worshipped not only in spite of their lawless power but at times apparently because of it. Apollo’s arrows initiate plagues and strike down living beings with an almost indiscriminate abandon. Zeus himself is sexually promiscuous and enjoys a truly prodigious capacity for every imaginable form of ravenousness, rape not being the worst of his crimes. And our Hermes, in the Homeric Hymn to Hermes, not only performs tricks of charmingly magical insouciance but also kills animals, lies to his fellow deities without the slightest compunction or embarrassment, and bullies an old vintner into silence with the rhetorical tropes of a lawless underworld capo.

Rudolf Otto famously defines deity as a numen fascinans et tremendum—a divine entity of fascinating and stupendously awesome force (Otto 2017). The Judeo-Christian-Islamic god, when directly encountered in dreams and visions, shows these properties as much as the pagan deity does but does so in morally laden discourses realized by each theologian with greater or lesser rhetorical, logical, and ethical probity. But before the advent of philosophy, the reconciliation of an awe-inspiring numinous tremendum with Justice (Dikê) in a manner that would appear just to the individual human being is not so frequently attempted. It is attempted, though briefly, in the beginning of the Odyssey, when Athena accuses Zeus of injustice in his treatment of her favorite, Odysseus, but no inquiry into justice as such is put forward. The logical examination of the nature of justice has to await the Plato of The Republic, and there, a complete overhaul of what the gods represent is undertaken very much at the expense of the traditional theology. Parmenides’s goddess at one point in the poem is named Dikê, but how this concern pertains to ordinary questions of right and wrong is not broached. Ethical systems generally function horizontally: they seek to adjudicate between right and wrong on a single plane of phenomena—human (or divine) behavior and intent. But in an ontological regime where the ultimate principle that should orient the soul’s soteriological or salvational path transcends everything on that horizontal plane, the ultimate principle is not paired symmetrically with its antitype on the same ontological level but is instead established in a vertical dimension. It proffers a supreme value that is decisively beyond conventional, horizontally comparable or contrastable good and evil. Good is that which contributes to one’s realization, and evil is what impedes it, but that contribution will be relative and volatile according to conditions and circumstance, not fixed by categorically defined moral judgments.

The plethora of cosmogonic myths propagated in the many theosophical cults of late antiquity testify to a hunger for theodicy, since pretty much every one of them narrates the falling away from a primordially perfect state. A goddess or a troupe of daimons overstep their prerogatives and create an aborted cosmos; or they themselves degenerate and fall into such a world; or the material world is created to compensate for a fault in heaven; or a celestial being becomes enamored of his own reflection and rushes to embrace it in the world below. There is an extraordinarily large variety of stories of this fall in pagan, Christian, Jewish, and Gnostic contexts, in the many existing Hermetic tracts, in Neoplatonism, and in various other cults and Mysteries. But what these cosmogonies and theosophies have in common is a concern with the divine nature in its awesome or awful character. Their stories are visions or configurations of the divine that attempt to capture, confine, contextualize, and in some manner affirm the numen tremendum of the divine epiphany. Their theodicies “verticalize” the ethical dimension. The probity of human behavior and intent is reassembled in relation to the soteriological project of recovering a lost elevation, undoing a fall from the good.

The Greek term that renders this awesome or awful quality is aidoia, and it denotes something overwhelmingly horrific and shameful but also overwhelmingly splendid, as in Demeter’s epiphany to the queen of Eleusis (see the Homeric Hymn to Demeter translated by me in Persephone Unveiled) where Queen Metanira faints from astonishment when Demeter manifests before her in a blazingly radiant theophany (Stein 2006).

Aidoia, however, is not so much the sensation of being awe inspired by another as it is an actual quality inherent in the awesome thing itself. Aidoia also means shame and dishonor, but again, this is not so much the opinion of one’s shame held by others as the shameful quality—something like taintedness—of the person himor herself. In any case, the same word for awesomeness and shame suggests that one is ever in danger of transforming into the other. Extreme value is adjacent to extreme defilement. What is common to both is their numinosity, shame or glory accruing to a mortal because of or actually as the nearness of a god.

An initiate in the Mysteries or a practitioner of Hermetic gnosis (as we shall see in the Poimandres) quite explicitly concerns himor herself either with overcoming the very power of the gods or recovering that power as belonging essentially to the practitioner’s own transcendent nature. The practitioner becomes one with a deity or unveils the deity (his or her genius or angel) that is the practitioner’s own true nature, but that identification with the deity opens onto and is only possible 
because of the Divine Background that is beyond the anthropomorphic appearance of the gods themselves. The gods are only gods because they share in this background, and the individual soul, if it is open to its true nature through initiation, through contemplation, through theurgic practice, shares in that Divine Background as well. In the systems of the Neoplatonic thinkers, for instance, the cosmic psyche (the principle that mediates the eternal forms or Platonic ideas to the world of temporal phenomena) emanates from the mind (nous) that knows the forms directly; but then so, too, does the individual soul who emanates directly from the higher hypostases (the levels in the Neoplatonic hierarchies) just as the cosmic psyche does.

We saw above how fate or destiny transcends the gods and suggests the Divine Background but at the same time is represented as the will of the gods. In the Hymn to Hermes, one of the gifts bestowed upon Hermes when he becomes reconciled to Apollo is a power, identified with his caduceus or wand, of never being subject to destiny. Hermes Trismegistus is taught in the Poimandres that his own realization consists in letting go of the planetary (astrological) energies that form his mortal personality: initiation overcomes destiny. Time, understood as determined by astrological forces and bound to the circulation of the heavens, loosens its grip, as the soul grasps its own being as one with timeless Being. But time and eternity, gods and the Divine Background, destiny and the liberation from it—indeed sentient being and Being itself—make up an ontological tangle that resists the best efforts of the very mind that ascribes it to decrypt it. Like the Chinese finger trap, the conundrums of Hermetic ontology confound one all the more hopelessly the harder one struggles to parse them. And yet the mind of Hermes is clarity itself.




A GOD IS A FILTER FOR BEING

It is possible to think of each god as a particular bandwidth or color in the full spectrum that is the divine milieu. Each god would thus seem to be a part of the whole of divine reality, representing an aspect of divine functioning, possibility, or power. Alternatively, one might see the divine totality itself through the filter of the individual deity. Each god would be a particular way of intuiting the divine realm. The god colors the whole, as well as being a color in the whole. If there are many gods, there are many ways of configuring the divine totality. But both figures—the god as part of a pantheon or as coloring that pantheon—are only pertinent to divinity thought of as a pantheon, the classical system of the twelve Olympians, for instance. But if one thinks of the ultimate divine principle not as a totality of gods but rather as the Divine Background that is Being itself, and that such an ultimate is never truly given as a determinate whole but in fact recedes from intuitive apparency each time it is exposed as a whole, the idea of each god as a bandwidth in the full spectrum no longer makes sense, since the full spectrum is not available. Nevertheless, the idea of the god as a filter through which Being itself takes on the coloring of that god is still possible. Each god covers being: each god brings an ontology that reveals Being as capable of appearing in the guise of that deity’s attributes, even under the primacy of its attributes, but never uniquely so, never to the exclusion of other possibilities of apparency, other primacies, other ontologies, other gods.

We are concerned with the coloring that Being takes on under the filter of the god Hermes—the revelation of the Being of a Hermetic world.




CONFIGURATION

My book on Hermes is an exercise in what I call configurative theology, and it is a special case of configurative ontology. Later in this book we will be concerned with a configurative ontology of alchemy. I have written about configurative historiography in my Persephone Unveiled (Stein 2006); and George Quasha and I explored the configurative in art extensively in An Art of Limina (Quasha and Stein 2008). In an artistic context, the configurative abjures the positive claim of the figurative in the sense of traditional representational art but equally distances itself from the abstractions that much of twentieth-century painting explored in an attempt to replace the figurative. It attends work where the figure is allowed to return as an emergent process within the activity of construction but decommissions the representational attitude. Configurative ontology in a similar manner refrains from asserting an ontological position and yet rejects as well the (ontological) nihilism or relativism under which ontology is deemed impossible or impertinent. Configurative theophany and theology allow the gods to appear before the individual or collective imagination, either in a single incursion or over the course of a tradition developing in time (or indeed over the life of an artist) without canceling the relation of such appearances to Being itself.

Configuration is, on an individual level, very similar to what the Jungians call active imagination. The active, configurative imagination does not merely deliver fantastic ruminations or daydreams about the gods (though it might deliver these as well); it allows the theophany of the god to assert its dynamic relation to Being, but it does so under the coordinate configuration of Being as itself divine, that which, in being asserted, bestows consummate value or valor on what it allows to appear to be.

Ontologies cover Being: they render it, allowing a view of Being to appear as Being in its entirety while in the same act covering it over so that Being itself, now characterized by its covering, is placed under eclipse or occultation. Under my configuration, Being never appears as it is in itself but instead allows appearances to arise that cover it. The inapparency of Being is its very power to allow Apparency, but even that truth about Being is occulted when any specific take—any figure for Being, indeed, any ontology—is asserted positively or absolutely. The occultation is lifted by the configuration of Being as never truly being covered but, when appearing, always emergently configured.

Configurative ontology would allow an ontological picture to form, but with the reasons for forming it made explicit. One must ask of it, as indeed one might ask of any ontology, what it allows to come to appearance that would otherwise be invisible or indistinct. But then one must also ask what it makes invisible that another ontology would allow to appear. French philosopher and literary theorist Jean-Francois Lyotard has dubbed this inevitably occulted matter the differend (Lyotard 1988).*4

Configurative art frees the imagination of the artist to allow figures to appear, without demanding likeness to anything but its own emergent character as such. Configurative theology allows a god figure to appear imaginally or intellectively, even to allow its transparency to Being itself to motivate contemplative practice but refuses to forbid the formation of alternative theophanies. Most generally, configurative ontology gives space for all appearances to assert their connection with Being. It is, frankly, the one hope for noncoercive harmony in a wildly multiplicitous world of conflicting ontologies.

My idea—and this idea shall govern how I think about the gods in general and Hermes in particular—is an extension of this notion of configuration to the subjects of history, theology, and ontology. Ordinarily, history attempts to “tell it like it was,” but it frequently recognizes that this is an unrealizable ideal. What we actually get in historiography—the writing of history—is a picture based on a judicious selection of historical data governed by the application of ideological assumptions about the course of history and even more deeply held assumptions about the nature of time. What we get is in fact a configuration of history that does not quite arrive at the configurative conception and so does not very often highlight how its selection and arrangement of materials brings to light what other configurations might miss, and it even more rarely admits that its own view renders other approaches to its subject matter unexpressed or even unexpressable.

One might notice that a nonfigurative but very much not a configurative version of historiography is practiced by historians who exclude narrative and biography and concern themselves with cataloging data and arranging conceptual schemata to accommodate them. Data collection and abstract schemata for historical process would indeed be nonfigurative, but their exclusivity would require that any configurative historiography be suppressed.

What, then, is the differend for my Parmenidean understanding of ontology? Simply that absolute ontological systems are rendered incredible. All positive ontology is void, including the commitments to ontological nihilism. If Being is not, that inexistence is not accessible from this discourse.

A configurative theophany—which is truly what this book about Hermes aspires if not to realize at least to encourage—would be one that, while abjuring any positive claims about the being of the gods (both their existence and their character), nevertheless welcomes their coming to appearance in the active imagination where even figurative theophanies can be reexperienced configuratively. And it does so not only without asserting that the gods do not really exist (by insisting upon the illusory nature of any fully figurative theophany) but also by configuring Being itself as the Divine Background of the gods. It makes the single metaontological assertion that only Being truly can be said to be, along with its immediate corollary that every appearance in its appearance calls upon Being—as appearance always points to or makes an appeal to Being.

The conversion of the figurative into the configurative shifts emphasis from the supposed definiteness of the object figured to the activity of the writer or other maker doing the figuring, and yet it is not an appeal to the merely subjective aspect of cognitive experience. It does not challenge the ultimate objectivity of Being itself as independent of subjective elaboration or projection. It does hold, however, that an object as specified by a subject cannot be independent of the terms of that specification. The property discerned in a relation cannot be snuck back into the object by a backdoor. The only backdoor is Being itself, and Being does not reveal its properties. And yet configuration affirms an inalienable connection with Being for any and every mode of apparency. Allowing the Divine Background to configure Being brings into apparency a Pan-entheistic ontology:*5 all the gods as configured apparencies are covered by Being. Like the purusha of Vedic India, Being stands up “ten fingers beyond” (Doniger 1981) the totality of all that appears to be. All apparencies are in Being, Being is in all apparencies, but Being itself is not restricted to these immanences.

Being’s own “objectivity” actually is antecedent to every division between subject and object. One can say that any determination of being qua Being, however, is an appearance that covers over Being, leaving Being itself independent of such determination. The desire to commit thought to objective reality stems from the secret but indissociable intimacy (to the point of identity) between thought and Being. It is a desire that cannot be satisfied by discourse, no matter how disciplined or assiduously committed to objectivity. It is satisfied only by what I call the requiescence of one’s being to Being itself, the intuitive discovery of one’s being as . . . Being.




THE INCURSIVE MOMENT

In the commentaries I often speak of the event in which a deity spontaneously breaks into the life of a culture or the concrete experience of an individual as an incursive event, an incursive moment, or simply an incursion. I mean an event in which something of an unknown origin enters sentient life in such a way that what existed before that event is shaken up, changed, rearranged, given a new perspective, caused to be abandoned, or configured anew. “News from the realm of the gods” occasionally manifests in this way—for example, in the dreams or visions of a prophet or culture hero—though truly incursive events can occur to anyone. The incursion may literally take place in the blink of an eye or, more mysteriously, over an extended period of time, slowly transforming an individual’s existence or coming to pervade an entire civilization. In that sense I will speak of Egypt as the incursion of timeless eternity onto the stage of modern (post-Neolithic) humanity.

But the sudden incursion of a divine entity can thus take many forms: a burst of energy, a luminous presence, a change in the quality of light, a brainstorm signaling an influx of affect or capacity or a new way of thinking or perceiving, a manic episode, or a full-blown psychosis. It may manifest as an expansion of consciousness during ritual practice, meditation, or the ingestion of entheogenic substances; it may follow upon a direct transmission from a person who possesses the power to induce altered states of sentience; it may occur as a direct encounter with an entity that imparts something verbally or nonverbally; and finally, it may transpire as a dramatic if nevertheless temporally extended cultural event that changes the very being of a civilization or even of civilization itself. And an incursion may take place in a moment but wait for conditions to ripen before inducing its effects.

I borrow the idea of incursion from poet and Blakean thinker John Clarke’s From Feathers to Iron (1987). Clarke tells a general story of how poets who found cultural traditions through their verses experience incursions of such influxes—energies or informations—that must be stored in the poet’s being and brought to creative order when conditions of various sorts are propitious. Clarke imagines the poet as having a kind of psychic “pouch” or “wallet”—basically his or her inner capacity to receive, assimilate, and eventually give poetic form to what has been received—in which to store the divine incursion until such time as it can be put to use in the poet’s work. In Persephone Unveiled, I speak of incursion as fundamentally a “being-creating” or “being-disrupting” agency: the god arrives to break up old patterns and allow new formations to appear or else brings new order to a presently inchoate situation (Stein 2006). It is the proverbial bolt from the blue, represented in the tarot (so useful to latter-day Hermetic orders) by the Tower card (XVI), on which a tower is struck by lightning: the edifice of biological evolution, cognitive habits, and language—the ontologically quotidian state of things—is struck by lightning, and its inhabitants, or one’s conditioned identities, are rigorously expelled.

The incursive moment changes it all; and yet, unless properly stored in its poetic wallet (and in this case anyone, not only a poet, may possess such a wallet—some way of receiving and storing the incursive, potential significances), the intuition, the gnosis, the flash may only be available during its transitory occurrence. When the moment of incursion passes, even the most exacting formulation or expression of it is but its trace—at most a testimony to a passing spasm of illumination or to the recuperation from an unanticipated orgasm of disruption. And even if the incursion occurs repeatedly (like the satori episodes in a Zen meditator’s practice), it is yet ever fresh, ever the first time out, ever the habitation of its own principle, its own initiation, its own perfection. Still, the intervention becomes a permanent acquisition not so much through its registration by consciousness in an experience but in its integration and use.

Often new symbolism is spawned by an incursion: a new cultural or religious image or even a new system of symbols may be sparked into apparency by such an occurrence, and an event of incursive spirituality can often be found to nestle at the core of a trenchant symbol. The transformation of the incursive energy into a new symbolic formulation of its divine source, however, is quite different from the event itself. The incursion can be and often is violent, disruptive, disturbing, as something alien to one’s firmly established sense of reality breaks in upon the scene and introduces an unfamiliar ontological setting.

Incursive events are probably much more common than their actual incorporation into a sustained worldview. Instead of being transformed into a cogent symbol of the divine, they may be neutralized, suppressed, forgotten, or simply ignored—or they may cause disruptions so disturbing that they do not progress to ontological transformation or further integration. Or, again contrariwise, the symbol or symbolic system might establish a new norm, a new way of relating to Being and ordering the world. Incursion and symbolism are two contrasting modalities of concrete spiritual experience, in spite of the intimacy of their connection. Their laws are of a contrasting order. The symbol propagates itself. The incursion erases itself.
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