Corpus Hermeticum XI
Νοῦς πρὸς Ἑρμῆν
From Perceiverance To Hermes

Preface

The eleventh tractate of the Corpus Hermeticum is particularly interesting
for two reasons. First, the cosmogony in which Aion, Kronos, and Sophia
feature. Second, possible links to the Poemandres tractate, given - for
example - the mention of a septenary system and the supposition that
Perceiverance - νοῦς - who addresses Hermes Trismegistus may well be
Poemandres himself.
As with my translations of tractates I, III, and IV of the Corpus Hermeticum, I
here transliterate certain Greek words, such as theos, in order to avoid what
I in my commentary on the Poemandres [1] described as 'retrospective
re-interpretation'.
The Greek text used is that of Nock and Festugiere, Corpus Hermeticum,
third edition, Paris, 1972. On occasion I have followed the MSS rather than
their emendations, with such variations noted in my commentary.

David Myatt
2017
[1] Poemandres. 2014. ISBN 978-1495470684

°°°
Translation

[1] Take account of this discourse, Hermes Trismegistus, remembering what
is said for I shall not refrain from mentioning what occurs to me.
Because there is much diﬀerence among the many who speak about theos
and all other things, I have not uncovered the actuality. Therefore, my Lord,
make it unambiguous for me, for you are the one I trust in this.
[2] Hear then, my son, of theos and of everything: theos, Aion, Kronos,
Kosmos, geniture. Theos brought Aion into being; Aion: Kosmos; Kosmos,
Kronos; Kronos, geniture. It is as if the quidditas of theos is actuality, honour,
the beautiful, good fortune, Sophia. Of Aion, identity; of Kosmos,

arrangement; of Kronos, variation; of geniture, Life and Death.
The vigour of theos is perceiveration and Psyche; but of Aion: continuance
and exemption from death; of Kosmos, a cyclic return and renewal; of
Kronos, growth and abatement; of geniture, capability. Aion, thus, is of theos;
Kosmos of Aion; Kronos of Kosmos; and geniture of Kronos.
[3] The foundation of all being is theos; of their quidditas, Aion; of their
substance, Kosmos. The craft of theos: Aion; the work of Aion: Kosmos, which
is not just a coming-into-being but always is, from Aion. Thus it cannot be
destroyed since Aion is not destroyable nor will Kosmos cease to be since
Aion surrounds it.
But the Sophia of theos is what?
The noble, the beautiful, good fortune, arête, and Aion. From Aion to Kosmos:
exemption from death, and continuance of substance.
[4] For that geniture depends on Aion just as Aion does on theos. Geniture
and Kronos - in the heavens and on Earth - are jumelle; in the heavens,
unchanging and undecaying; yet on Earth, changeable and decayable.
Theos is the psyche of Aion; Aion that of Kosmos; the heavens that of the
Earth. Theos is presenced in perceiveration, with perceiveration presenced
in psyche, and psyche in substance, with all of this through Aion, with the
whole body, in which are all the bodies, replete with psyche with psyche
replete with perceiveration and with theos. Above in the heavens the identity
is unchanged while on Earth there is changement coming-into-being
[5] Aion maintains this, through necessitas or through foreseeing or through
physis, or through whatever other assumption we assume, for all this is the
activity of theos. For the activity of theos is an unsurpassable crafting that no
one can liken to anything mortal or divine.
Therefore, Hermes, never presume that what is above or below is similar to
theos since you will descend down from actuality. For nothing is similar to
that which, as the one and only, has no similitude. Never presume that he
would delegate his work to someone else, for who else is the cause of life, of
exemption from death, of Changement? What else but create?
Theos is not inactive for otherwise everything would be inactive; instead they
are replete with theos, and there is nowhere in the cosmos nor anywhere else
where there is inaction. Inactive is thus a vacant nomen in regard to a
creator and what is brought into being.
[6] For every being there is a coming-into-being, each one in balance with its
place, with the creator in all that exists, not found in just some nor creating
only some but everything. His craft is in what he creates so that their
coming-into being is not independent of him but rather comes-into-being
because of him.

°°°
Correctly consider and observe Kosmos as suggested by me and thus the
beauty thereof, a body undecayable and nothing more eldern and yet always
vigorous and fresh, even more now than before.
[7] Observe also the septenary cosmos ordered in arrangement by Aion with
its separate aeonic orbits. Everything replete with phaos but with no Fire
anywhere. For fellowship, and the melding of opposites and the dissimilar,
produced phaos shining forth in the activity of theos, progenitor of all that is
honourable, archon and hegemon of the septenary cosmos.
The Moon, prodomus of all of those, an instrument of Physis, of the
changement of the substance below - with the Earth amid them all, a settled
foundation of the beautiful Kosmos - and nourisher and nurturer of those on
Earth.
Consider also the numerous deathless, and just how many, as well as deathful
lives there are. And amid both the deathless and the deathful, the travelling
Moon.
[8] All are replete with psyche, all in motion, some around the heavens with
others around the Earth, with those on the right not toward to the left and
those on the left not toward the right, not those above to below nor below to
above. That all have come-into-being you do not, dear Hermes, have to learn
from me, for they have bodies, psyche, motion, and to meld them into one is
not possible without someone to bring them together. Such a one must exist
and be, in every way, a unity.
[9] For, given dissimilar objects, motion is diﬀerent and diverse with one
hastiness appointed to them all, and thus it is not possible for there to be two
or more creators for if there are many then such an arrangement cannot be
kept. For the result of many is strifeful emulation of the stronger, and if one
of two was the creator of changeable mortal living beings they would covet
creating deathless ones even as the creator of the deathless would deathful
ones.
If indeed there were two with one substance and the other psyche who would
provide the creations? If both of them, which would have the larger part?
[10] Consider that every living being, deathful and deathless, and whether
devoid of logos, is formed of substance and psyche, for all living beings
presence life while the non-living are substance only. Similarly, psyche of
itself from its creator is the cause of the living while the cause of all life is
the creator of deathless beings.
What then of the living that die and the deathless ones? For why does the
deathless one who creates deathless beings not create other living beings so?

[11] It is evident someone is so creating and that he is One; for Psyche is one,
Life is one, Substance is one.
But who is it?
Who could it be if not One, the theos? To whom if not to theos alone would it
belong to presence life in living beings?
Theos therefore is One, for having accepted the Kosmos is one, the Sun is
one, the Moon is one, and divinity-presenced is one, could you maintain that
theos is some other number?
[12] He creates all beings, and how supreme it is for the theos to create life
and psyche and the deathless and changement, with you doing so many
things, for you see, hear, speak, smell, touch, walk, perceive, and breathe.
Yet it is not someone else who is seeing and another who is hearing and
another who is speaking and another who is touching and another who is
hearing and another who is smelling and another who is walking and another
who is perceiving and another who is breathing, but one being doing all such
things.
None of which are separate from theos. Just as you are not really living if you
are otiose so would theos, if otiose - and it is not the custom to say this - no
longer be theos.
[13] If it is demonstrated that no one really exists without producing
something how much more so for theos? If there is anything he has not
created then - although it is not the custom to say this - he is incomplete,
while if theos is complete and not otiose then he creates all things.
For a little longer, Hermes, give way to me and you will more readily
apprehend that the work of theos is one: of everything brought-into-being;
what is coming-into-being, what has come-into-being, and what will
come-into-being. This, my friend, is Life; this is the beautiful, this is the
noble; this is the theos.
[14] If you maintain this should be apprehended in deeds, consider when you
seek to procreate, for it is not the same for him since there is no delight, no
colleague. Instead, a working alone, and forever working for he is what he
creates. If ever isolated from it, everything would - because of Necessitas fall apart, with everything dying because there would be no Life. But if
everything is alive, and Life is One, then theos is One. While if everything is
alive, and Life is One, then theos is One. Also, if everything is alive both in
the heavens and on Earth and Life is One for them all as brought-into-being
by theos and theos is that, then all are brought-into-being by theos.
Life is the enosis of perceiverance and psyche, while death is not the loss of
what was joined but the end of enosis.
[15] Kosmos is the eikon of theos, Kosmos that of Aion, the Sun that of Aion,
and mortals that of the Sun. It is said that changement is death since the

body disintegrates with life departing to the unperceptible. My dear Hermes,
while I state there is changement in Kosmos because every day portions of it
come-into-being in the unperceptible, it never disintegrates. These are the
occurrences of the Kosmos, cyclicity and occultations; the cyclic a turning
and occultation renewal.
[16] The Kosmos is polymorphous and forms are not imposed on it but rather,
within itself, it is such changement. Since the Kosmos is polymorphous who
created it and who would that be? Whomsoever cannot be without-form and
yet if polymorphous would be akin to Kosmos and if only one form would be
lower than Kosmos.
What therefore can be said without confusion given that there should be no
confusion concerning apprehending theos? If there is a kind then it is a
singular kind, incorporeal, and not subject to perception but revealed
through the corporeal.
[17] And do not wonder about an incorporeal kind since it is akin to words,
mountains which appear in depictions to be rugged but which when
examined are ﬂat and smooth. So heed these words of mine bold as they are
but honest, for as mortals cannot be separate from Life, theos cannot be
separate from creating nobility since for theos this creating is Life and
motion, the movement of everything and the giving of life.
[18] Some of the matters spoken of require a certain apprehension, so
consider what I say: everything is in the theos but not as if lying in a
particular place - since the place is a body and also immovable and what is
lain does not move - but an incorporeal representation apprehends what is
lain otherwise.
Thus apprehend what embraces everything and apprehend that the
incorporeal has no boundary, that nothing is swifter, nothing as mighty, since
the incorporeal is boundless, the swiftest, the mightiest.
[19] And apprehend this about yourself and so urge your psyche to go to any
land and, swifter than that urging, it will be there. Likewise, urge it to go to
the Ocean and again it will be swiftly there without passing from place to
place but as if already there.
Urge it to go up into the heavens and it will be there without the need of any
wings. Indeed, nothing will impede it: not the ﬁre of the Sun nor Aether, nor
the vortex, nor the bodies of the other stars, but - carving through them all it will go as far as the furthest body. Should you desire to burst through The
Entirety and observe what is beyond - if indeed there be anything beyond
that ordered system - then it is possible for you.
[20] Thus see how much might and swiftness you have. If you can do all those
things then cannot theos? In such a manner you should consider theos as
having all - Kosmos, The Entirety - as purposes within himself. For until you
compare yourself with theos you cannot apprehend theos because what is

similar can understand the similar.
Extend yourself greatly, immeasurably; leap beyond every body, surpass
Kronos, become Aion, and you can apprehend theos. Having supposed that
for you there is nothing that is not possible, regard yourself as deathless,
capable of apprehending everything: every craft, all learning, the nature of
every living being. Become elevated above every elevation, deeper than
every depth. Gather within yourself awareness of every creation; of Fire and
Water; the Dry and the Moist; and jointly be at all places on land, at sea, in
the heavens. Be not yet born; in the womb; young; old; having died; what is
beyond death.
And if you apprehend all that together - durations, places, occurrences,
quality, quantity - you will be capable of apprehending theos.
[21] But if you enclose your psyche in your body and lessen it, saying "I
comprehend nothing; have no power; fear the sea; am unable to go up into
the heavens; do not know who I was and cannot know what I will be," then
what is there with you and also with the god?
For, indulging the body and rotten, you are unable to apprehend the
beautiful, the noble. To be completely rotten is to be unaware of the
numinous, while having the ability to discover, to have volition, to have
expectations, is the direct, the better - its own - way to nobility, and which
you will encounter everywhere and which will everywhere be perceived
whether you anticipate it or not: awake, asleep, at sea; whether journeying
by night, by day, when speaking or when silent. For there is nothing that
cannot be an eikon of theos.
[22] Do you aﬀirm that theos is unperceived?
Speak softly. Who is more clearly revealed? He created everything such that
in them you might discern him, for such is the nobility, such is the arête, of
the theos, that he is revealed in everything. For nothing is unperceivable, not
even the incorporeal, with perceiveration evident through apprehension,
theos through creation.
So Trismegistus, let what has been revealed so far be apprehended by you,
and if you consider other things in the same way you will not be deceived.

°°°

Commentary

Title.

perceiverance. νοῦς. qv. my commentary on the term in Poemandres (2014,
ISBN 978-1495470684) where I wrote:
"The conventional interpretation [of νοῦς] is 'mind', as if in contrast
to 'the body' and/or as if some ﬁxed philosophical and abstract
principle is meant or implied.
This conventional interpretation is in my view incorrect, being
another example of not only retrospective reinterpretation but of
using a word which has acquired, over the past thousand years or
more, certain meanings which detract from an understanding of
the original text. Retrospective reinterpretation because the
assumption is that what is being described is an axiomatic,
reasoned, philosophy centred on ideations such as Thought, Mind,
and Logos, rather than what it is: an attempt to describe, in fallible
words, a personal intuition about our existence, our human nature,
and which intuition is said to emanate from a supernatural being
named Pœmandres [...]
I incline toward the view that the sense of the word νοῦς here, as
often in classical literature, is perceiverance; that is, a particular
type of astute awareness, as of one's surroundings, of one's self,
and as in understanding ('reading') a situation often in an
instinctive way. Thus, what is not meant is some-thing termed
'mind' (or some faculty thereof), distinguished as this abstract
'thing' termed 'mind' has often been from another entity termed
'the body'.
Perceiverance thus describes the ability to sense, to perceive, when
something may be amiss; and hence also of the Greek word
implying resolve, purpose, because one had decided on a particular
course of action, or because one's awareness of a situation impels
or directs one to a particular course of action."
1.

The ﬁrst paragraph of this section is spoken by Perceiverance [Νοῦς], the
second by Hermes Trismegistus.

theos. As with my translations of tractates I, III, and IV of the Corpus
Hermeticum, I here transliterate θεός rather than translate as God (as most
others do) which translation in my opinion imposes a particular and Christian
interpretation on the text given two thousand years of Christian exegesis
regarding both God and the Old and New Testaments. A suitable alternative
to 'theos' might be 'the god', which emphasizes that the theos described in

this tractate is, like Zeus in classical times, the pre-eminent divinity.
Occasionally, when the text warrants it - for example τῷ θεῷ and εἰ μὴ εἷς ὁ
θεός - I have used 'the theos' instead of theos.

I have not uncovered the actuality. ἐγὼ τὸ ἀληθὲς οὐκ ἔμαθον. I incline
toward the view that the sense of ἀληθής here is not some abstract
(disputable) 'truth' but rather of the reality, the actuality, beyond the
conﬂicting views, beyond appearance, and thus of uncovering - of learning the reality of theos and other things.
2.

Aion. αἰών. A transliteration since the usual translation of 'eternity' imposes
modern (cosmological and theological) meanings on the text, especially as
αἰών can also imply a personiﬁcation of a 'divine being', and 'an age or era'
of long duration, or the lifespan of a mortal (as in Herodotus: πρὶν
τελευτήσαντα καλῶς τὸν αἰῶνα πύθωμαι, Book 1, 32.5). In Aristotle, αἰών
has speciﬁc meanings which the English term 'eternity' does not describe.
For instance, in Περί Ουρανού where he writes: Ὅτι μὲν οὖν οὔτε γέγονεν ὁ
πᾶς οὐρανὸς οὔτ' ἐνδέχεται φθαρῆναι, καθάπερ τινές φασιν αὐτόν, ἀλλ'
ἔστιν εἷς καὶ ἀΐδιος, ἀρχὴν μὲν καὶ τελευτὴν οὐκ ἔχων τοῦ παντὸς αἰῶνος,
ἔχων δὲ καὶ περιέχων ἐν αὑτῷ τὸν ἄπειρον χρόνον (Book 2, 1).
Which is somewhat echoed in this tractate in respect of Kosmos which is not
just a coming-into-being but always just is, from Aion (γενόμενος οὔποτε καὶ
ἀεὶ γινόμενος ὑπὸ τοῦ αἰῶνος).
Interestingly, Jung used the term to describe a particular archetype, one
which provides "intimations of a kind of enantiodromian reversal of
dominants" as he writes in his Aion: Researches Into The Phenomenology Of
The Self.
In addition, αἰών - as with the following χρόνος - might well be a
personiﬁcation, or an esoteric/philosophical term or principle which requires
interpretation, as might κόσμος (Kosmos). Since κόσμος here does not
necessarily imply what we now understand, via sciences such as astronomy,
as the physical cosmos/universe it seems inappropriate to translate it as 'the
cosmos', especially given expressions such as οὐδὲ ἀπολεῖταί τι τῶν ἐν τῷ
κόσμῳ τοῦ κόσμου ὑπὸ τοῦ αἰῶνος ἐμπεριεχομένου.

Kronos. χρόνος. For reasons I have explained many times in my writings (for
instance in the appendix to my translation of Poemandres), I do not translate
χρόνος as 'time', which translation seems to me to impose a particular
modern meaning on the text given that for centuries the term 'time' has
denoted a certain regularity (hours, minutes) measured by a mechanism such
as a clock and given that the term 'duration' is usually more appropriate in
relation to ancient Greek texts where the duration between, for example, the
season of Summer and the season of Autumn was determined by the
observations (the appearance in the night sky) of certain constellations and
stars.

geniture. γένεσις. The unusual English word geniture expresses the meaning
of γένεσις here: that which or those whom have their genesis (and their
subsequent development) from or because of something else or because of
someone else. Alongside χρόνος, αἰών, and κόσμος, here γένεσις could well
be a personiﬁcation.
It is as if the quidditas of theos is [...] τοῦ δὲ θεοῦ ὥσπερ οὐσία ἐστὶ...
Quidditas – post-classical Latin, from whence the English word quiddity – is
more appropriate here, in respect of οὐσία, than essence, especially as
'essence' now has so many non-philosophical and modern connotations.
Quidditas is thus a philosophical term which requires contextual
interpretation. In respect of οὐσία, qv. Aristotle, Metaphysics, Book 5, 1015α:
ἐκ δὴ τῶν εἰρημένων ἡ πρώτη φύσις καὶ κυρίως λεγομένη ἐστὶν ἡ οὐσία ἡ
τῶν ἐχόντων ἀρχὴν κινήσεως ἐν αὑτοῖς ᾗ αὐτά: ἡ γὰρ ὕλη τῷ ταύτης δεκτικὴ
εἶναι λέγεται φύσις, καὶ αἱ γενέσεις καὶ τὸ φύεσθαι τῷ ἀπὸ ταύτης εἶναι
κινήσεις. καὶ ἡ ἀρχὴ τῆς κινήσεως τῶν φύσει ὄντων αὕτη ἐστίν,
ἐνυπάρχουσά πως ἢ δυνάμει ἢ ἐντελεχείᾳ. [Given the foregoing, then
principally – and to be exact – physis denotes the quidditas of beings having
changement inherent within them; for substantia has been denoted by physis
because it embodies this, as have the becoming that is a coming-into-being,
and a burgeoning, because they are changements predicated on it. For physis
is inherent changement either manifesting the potentiality of a being or as
what a being, complete of itself, is.]
In addition, I follow the MSS, which have τὸ ἀγαθόν, τὸ καλόν, ἡ εὐδαιμονία.

honour. ἀγαθός. That is, the substance of theos - in mortals - is manifest in
the brave, in nobility of character, in what being noble means. Regarding
ἀγαθός as honour rather than some abstract, disputable 'good', qv. my
commentary (i) on Poemandres 22 and (ii) on τὰ μὲν γὰρ φαινόμενα τέρπει
[...] φανεροῖς in section 9 of Ἑρμοῦ πρὸς Τάτ ὁ κρατῆρ ἡ μονάς (tractate IV),
and (iii) the Appendix here, On Ethos And Interpretation.
good fortune. εὐδαιμονία.
Sophia. σοφία. A transliteration, because - just like ἀληθής - it is not
necessarily here something abstract, something disputable, such as 'wisdom'
or 'good judgement'. Just as with Aion and Kronos, it might be a
personiﬁcation or used here as an esoteric term which thus requires
contextual interpretation.
identity...arrangement. ταὐτότης...τάξις. An alternative for 'identity' would
be 'form' (but not necessarily in the sense used by Plato and Aristotle) for the
meaning seems to be that Aion provides the form, the identity, of beings with
Kosmos arranging these forms into a particular order.
of Kronos, variation. See the note on Aristotle, Metaphysics, Book 5, 1015α,
above.

vigour. ἐνέργεια. As at Poemandres 14, not 'energy' given that the word
energy has too many modern connotations and thus distracts from the
meaning here. See also the note on 'activity' in section 5 where 'activity' is a
more perspicacious translation.
cyclic return and renewal. ἀποκατάστασις καὶ ἀνταποκατάστασις. I take
this expression as implying something metaphysical rather than
astronomical; an astronomical meaning as described, for example, in the
Greek fragments of a book on astrology by Dorotheus of Sidon (qv. Dorothei
Sidonii carmen astrologicum. Interpretationem Arabicam in linguam
Anglicam versam una cum Dorothei fragmentis et Graecis et Latinis, edited
by Pingree, Teubner, Leipzig, 1976).
For there is a similar metaphysical theme in Poemandres 17 - μέχρι περιόδου
τέλους (cyclic until its completion) - with apokatastasis becoming (possibly as
an echo of Greek Stoicism) a part of early Christian exegesis as exempliﬁed
by Gregory of Nyssa who wrote ἀνάστασίς ἐστιν ἡ εἰς τὸ ἀρχαῖον τῆς
φύσεως ἡμῶν ἀποκατάστασις (De Anima et Resurrectione, 156C) where
apokatastasis implies a return to, a resurrection of, the former state of being
(physis) of mortals lost through 'original sin' and in respect of which
returning baptism is a beginning.
3.

substance. ὕλη. qv. Poemandres 10. Given that the ancient Greek term does
not exactly mean 'matter' in the modern sense (as in the science of Physics) it
is better to ﬁnd an alternative. Hence substance, the materia of 'things' and
living beings. Thus 'materia' would be another suitable translation here of
ὕλη.
The craft of theos: Aion. δύναμις δὲ τοῦ θεοῦ ὁ αἰών. Aion as artisan who
has, through theos, the power to not only craft Kosmos but also renew it, for
Kosmos was/is not just a once occurring coming-into-being but is forever
renewed: γενόμενος οὔποτε, καὶ ἀεὶ γινόμενος ὑπὸ τοῦ αἰῶνο.
On δύναμις as implying an 'artisan-creator' rather than just the
'power/strength' of a divinity, qv. the doxology in Poemandres 31.

From Aion to Kosmos. The suggestion is that 'the cosmic order' - Kosmos - is
the work of Aion who/which is the source of, provides, 'the exemption from
death' and the continuance of materia/substantia, the cyclic return and
renewal.
4.

jumelle. διπλοῦς. As noted in my commentary on Poemandres 14, "The much
underused and descriptive English word jumelle - from the Latin gemellus describes some-thing made in, or composed of, two parts, and is therefore
most suitable here, more so than common words such as 'double' or twofold."
psyche. ψυχὴ. Avoiding the usual translation of 'soul' which imposes various,

disputable, religious and philosophical meanings (including modern ones) on
the text. A useful summary of the use of ψυχὴ from classical to Greco-Roman
times is given in DeWitt Burton: Spirit, Soul, and Flesh: The Usage of
Πνεῦμα, Ψυχή, and Σάρξ in Greek Writings and Translated Works from the
Earliest Period to 225 AD (University of Chicago Press, 1918).

Theos is presenced in perceiveration... The term 'presenced' expresses the
esoteric meaning of the text better than something such as "theos is in
perceiveration", especially given what follows: a description of the layers of
being, of the whole, complete, cosmic, Body having within it other bodies,
other layers or types of being, such as Kronos.
Within, it is ﬁlled; outside, it is enclosed ... a vast, fully-formed, life. The
suggestion is that it - the cosmic Body - is enclosed, encircled, by psyche
which ﬁlls the cosmos with Life.
It is possible to understand this mystically as an allusion to the diﬀerence
between what is esoteric and what is exoteric, with 'within' referring to an
inner/esoteric perception and understanding, and 'outer' as referring to the
exoteric. That is, the exoteric understanding is of something vast, fullyformed, complete, and living (μέγα καὶ τέλειον ζῷον) while the inner
understanding is of living beings who, "replete with psyche", are connected
to theos through perceiveration. The exoteric perception is also described in
the preceding "unchanging and undecaying" aspect of the heavens, with the
esoteric referring to the "changeable and decayable" nature of living things
on Earth.
5.

Necessitas. Although the Latin 'Necessitas' is a suitable alternative for the
Greek, a transliteration (Ananke) is perhaps preferable (although less
readable), because even if what is meant is not 'wyrd' - qv. Ἀνάγκης, the
primordial goddess of incumbency, of wyrd, of that which is beyond, and the
origin of, what we often describe as our Fate as a mortal being [cf.
Empedocles, Die Fragmente der Vorsokratiker, Diels-Kranz, 31, B115] English terms such as 'necessity' and 'constraint' are somewhat inadequate,
vague, especially given what follows: εἴτε πρόνοιαν εἴτε φύσιν καὶ εἴ τι ἄλλο
οἴεται ἢ οἰήσεταί τις.
Thus the term requires contextual interpretation.

physis. φύσις. An important theme/principle in the Poemandres tractate and
in Aristotle, and a term which suggests more than what the English terms
Nature - and the 'nature' or 'character' of a thing or person - denote. In
respect of Aristotle, qv. Metaphysics, Book 5, 1015α, quoted above in respect
of my use of the term quidditas.
What physis denotes is something ontological: a revealing, a manifestation,
of not only the true nature of beings but also of the relationship between
beings, and between beings and Being.

activity. For ἐνέργεια here since the term 'energy' is - given its modern and
scientiﬁc connotations - inappropriate and misleading.
crafting. See the note on δύναμις δὲ τοῦ θεοῦ ὁ αἰών above.
descend down. In respect of ἐκπεσῇ, cf. Basil of Caesarea, Epistulae,
Γλυκερίῳ: ἐκπεσῇ δὲ καὶ τοῦ Θεοῦ μετὰ τῶν μελῶν σου καὶ τῆς στολῆς.
changement. μεταβολή. I have here chosen 'changement' in preference to
'change' since changement (coming into English use around 1584) is more
speciﬁc than 'change', suggesting variation, alteration, development,
unfolding, transmutation.
Inactive is thus a vacant nomen. ἀργία γὰρ ὄνομα κενόν ἐστι. The unusual
English word nomen - a direct borrowing from the Latin - is more
appropriate than 'word' since nomen can mean a name and also a
designation, for what is suggested is that in respect of someone who crafts,
creates, things - theos - and what is created, brought-into-being, the
designation and the name 'inactive' are not there. A suitable simile might be
that of the second personal name (nomen) of a Roman citizen which
designated their gens and, later, their status. Thus theos has no gens because
theos is unique, and the status of theos cannot be compared to that of any
other being because the status of theos is also unique.
In respect of ποιέω, I prefer 'create' rather than the somewhat prosaic
'make'.
6.

I am inclined to agree with Scott - Hermetica, Volume I, Oxford, Clarendon
Press, 1924, p.210 - that after the end of the ﬁrst paragraph of section 6 [For
every being there is a coming-into-being ... not independent of him but rather
comes-into-being because of him] the tractate should be divided. Indeed,
there might even have been a melding of two diﬀerent tractates (or two
diﬀerent authors) given the contrast between the ﬁrst and the second part.

undecayable. ἀκήρατος. That is, a privation of κηραίνω: decay, spoiled,
perish. Undecayable is more apt here than 'undeﬁled' or 'pure' especially as
Thomas More, in 1534 in his A Treatise On The Passion, wrote of "the inﬁnite
perfection of their undecayable glory."
eldern. For παλαιός. The Middle English forms of eldern include elldern and
eldrin, and the etymology is 'elder' plus the suﬀix 'en'. In comparison to this
rather evocative English word, alternatives such as 'ancient' seem somewhat
prosaic.
7.

Observe also the septenary cosmos ... separate aeonic orbits. Nock - who as
Copenhaver et al - renders αἰών as 'eternity' translates this passage as: Vois

aussi la hiérache des sept cieux, formés en bon ordre suivant une disposition
éternelle, remplissant, chacun par une diﬀérente, l'éternité.

phaos. As in my Poemandres - and for reasons explained there - a
transliteration of φῶς, using the Homeric φάος. To translate simply as 'light'
obscures the elemental nature of phaos.
no ﬁre anywhere. As in the Poemandres tractate (qv. sections 4, 5, et seq.)
not 'ﬁre' in the literal sense but ﬁre as an elemental principle. In the
Poemandres tractate - which describes the origins of beings - Fire plays an
important role, as at section 17,
"those seven came into being in this way. Earth was muliebral,
Water was lustful, and Fire maturing. From Æther, the pnuema, and
with Physis bringing forth human-shaped bodies. Of Life and phaos,
the human came to be of psyche and perceiveration; from Life psyche; from phaos - perceiveration; and with everything in the
observable cosmic order cyclic until its completion."

fellowship. The meaning of φιλία here is debatable, as usual renderings such
as 'love' and 'friendship' seem somewhat inappropriate given the context. It
is possible it refers to a principle such as the one suggested by Empedocles
where it is the apparent opposite of νεῖκος, qv. the mention of Empedocles by
Isocrates (Antidosis, 15.268) - Ἐμπεδοκλῆς δὲ τέτταρα, καὶ νεῖκος καὶ
φιλίαν ἐν αὐτοῖς - and fragments such as 31, B35 and 31, B115 (Diels-Kranz:
Die Fragmente der Vorsokratiker) with νεῖκος implying 'disagreement' and
φιλότης something akin to 'fellowship'.
The contrast between νεῖκος and φιλότης is also mentioned - interestingly in
regard to the source of motion - by Aristotle in Metaphysics, Book 12, 1072a:
Ἐμπεδοκλῆς φιλίαν καὶ τὸ νεῖκος.

archon and hegemon. I follow the MSS which have ἄρχων καὶ ἡγέμων. Since
both ἄρχων and ἡγέμων have been assimilated into the English language
(ἄρχων c. 1755 and ἡγέμων c. 1829) and retain their original meaning it
seemed unnecessary to translate them.
prodromus. πρόδρομος. Another Greek word assimilated into the English
language (c. 1602 and appearing in a translation of Ovid's Salmacis and
Hermaphroditus) and which retains the meaning of the Greek here: a
forerunner, a precursor; a moving ahead and in front of.
the Earth amid them all. I incline toward the view that τήν τε γῆν μέσην τοῦ
παντός does not mean that 'the Earth is at the centre of the universe' (or
something similar) - since κόσμος is not directly mentioned - but rather that
the Earth is in the midst of - among - all, the whole, (παντός) that exists.
foundation. I take the sense of ὑποστάθμη here to be 'foundation' rather than
implying some sort of 'sediment', gross or otherwise.
nurturer. τιθήνη.

deathless, deathful. qv. Poemandres 14: θνητὸς μὲν διὰ τὸ σῶμα͵ ἀθάνατος
δὲ διὰ τὸν οὐσιώδη ἄνθρωπον. As there, I take the English words from
Chapman's Hymn to Venus from the Homeric Hymns: "That with a deathless
goddess lay a deathful man."
travelling. ὑποστάθμη. The context suggests 'travelling', and 'going around or
about' in a general sense, rather than 'circling' in some deﬁned astronomical
sense.
8.

all in motion. In a passage critical of Plato and in respect of motion, psyche
and the heavens, Aristotle in his Metaphysics wrote: τὸ αὐτὸ ἑαυτὸ κινοῦν:
ὕστερον γὰρ καὶ ἅμα τῷ οὐρανῷ ἡ ψυχή, ὡς φησίν. (Book 12, 1072a)
in every way, a unity. cf. sections 10 and 11 of the Ἑρμοῦ πρὸς Τάτ ὁ κρατῆρ
ἡ μονάς tractate (IV) with their mention of μονάς.
hastiness. ταχυτής. To translate as either 'speed' or 'velocity' is to leave the
text open to misinterpretation, since the concept of speed/velocity as a
measure (precise or otherwise) of the time taken to travel a certain distance
was unknown in the ancient world.
10.

devoid of logos. qv. Poemander 10. As there, ἄλογος is simply 'without/devoid
of or lacking in logos'. It does not necessarily here, or there, imply 'irrational'
or 'unreasoning'. It might, for example, be referring to how logos is explained
in texts such as Poemandres where distinctions are made between logoi,
such as pneumal logos and phaomal logos.
In addition, I follow the MSS which have only καὶ τοῦ ἀλόγου.

presence life. ἔμψυχος. That is, are living; have life; embody, are animated by,
life; and thus are not lifelessly cold.
psyche of itself [...] the creator of deathless being. Although the Greek
wording is somewhat convoluted the meaning is that while psyche is the
"cause of the life" of beings which are animated with life, it is the creator of
deathless life who is the cause of all life.
What then of the living that die and the deathless ones? I follow the
emendation of Tiedemann who has ἀθάνατῶν in place of θνητῶν.
11.

if not One, the theos. The phrase εἰ μὴ εἷς ὁ θεός occurs in Mark 10.18 and
Luke 18.19. I have translated literally in an attempt to preserve the meaning,
lost if one translates as The One God.

Theos therefore is One. I have omitted the following γελοιότατον - "most
absurd" - as a gloss. In respect of 'One' here - εἷς - what is implied is not the
numeral one but rather "not composed of separate parts", complete of itself,
the opposite of 'many', and so on. That is, an undivided unity.
divinity-presenced. θειότης. This word imputes the sense of 'the divine
(made) manifest' or less literally 'divine-ness' whence the usual translation of
'divinity'. I have opted for divinity-presenced to express something of its
original meaning and its uncommonality.
12.

He creates all things. I have omitted the following ἐν πολλῷ γελοιότατον as
an untranslatable gloss.
otiose. καταργέω. Since otiose implies more than being 'idle' or 'unoccupied'
it is apt, implying as it does "having no practical function; redundant;
superﬂuous".
13.

no one really exists without producing... Following the emendations of Nock,
who has σε μηδὲν ποιοῦντα μὴ δυνάμενον εἶναι.
apprehend. νοέω. To apprehend also in the sense of 'discover'.
this is Life; this is the beautiful, this is the noble; this is the theos . ἔστι δὲ
τοῦτο [...] ζωή, τοῦτο δέ ἐστι τὸ καλόν, τοῦτο δέ ἐστι τὸ ἀγαθόν, τοῦτό ἐστιν
ὁ θεός. A succinct expression of the main theme of the tractate and of one of
the main themes of the hermetic weltanschauung.
14.

enosis. ἕνωσις. A transliteration given that it is a mystical term with a
particular meaning and describes something more than is denoted by the
ordinary English word 'union'. It was, for example used by Plotinus, by
Maximus of Constantinople, and was part of the mystic philosophy attributed
to Pseudo-Dionysius, The Areopagite - qv. Migne, Patrologiae Cursus
Completus, Series Graeca. vol IV, 396A. 1857 - and denoted, for Plotinus, a
desirable ascent (ἄνοδος) and a 'merging with The One', and for both the
Areopagite and Maximus of Constantinople a self-less mystical experience of
God.
15.

eikon. εἰκὼν. Another mystical term requiring contextual interpretation, cf.
Poemandres 31, regarding which I wrote in my commentary: "I have
transliterated εἰκὼν as here it does not only mean what the English words
'image' or 'likeness' suggest or imply, but rather it is similar to what Maximus
of Constantinople in his Mystagogia [Patrologiae Graeca, 91, c.0658]
explains. Which is of we humans, and the cosmos, and Nature, and psyche, as

eikons, although according to Maximus it is the Christian church itself (as
manifest and embodied in Jesus of Nazareth and the Apostles and their
successors and in scripture) which, being the eikon of God, enables we
humans to recognize this, recognize God, be in communion with God, return
to God, and thus ﬁnd and fulﬁl the meaning of our being, our existence."

My dear Hermes. Omitting the following δεισιδαίμων ὡς ἀκούεις as a gloss.
occurrences. πάθη. I interpret this not in some anthropomorphic way - as
'passions' - but metaphysically (as akin to πάθημα), and thus as occurrences,
events, happenings, that here regularly occur to Kosmos and which change
and renew it despite (or perhaps because of) the change it undergoes. cf.
Aristotle, Metaphysics, Book 1, 982b: οἷον περί τε τῶν τῆς σελήνης
παθημάτων καὶ τῶν περὶ τὸν ἥλιον καὶ ἄστρα καὶ περὶ τῆς τοῦ παντὸς
γενέσεως.
the cyclic a turning. The meaning here of στροφή is problematic. Given the
context, my suggestion is 'turning' in the sense of a change that is positive
and possibility evolutionary, as πάθη can lead to positive change, in humans,
in Nature, and in things.
16.

polymorphous. παντόμορφος. As for the rest of the sentence, vis-a-vis 'form',
there is no adequate, unambiguous, word to re-present μορφή given how, for
example, the English term 'morph' has acquired various meanings irrelevant
here and given that the English term 'form' has associations with Plato when
used to translate ἰδέα.
without-form. ἄμορφος.
kind. For ἰδέα. To avoid confusion with 'form' and because it is apposite here.
17.

incorporeal kind. In respect of ἀσώματος, cf. the comment about Socrates
and Plato in Placita Philosophorum by Pseudo-Plutarch: τὸν θεὸν τὴν ὕλην
τὴν ἰδέαν. ὁ δὲ θεὸς νοῦς ἐστι τοῦ κόσμου, ὕλη δὲ τὸ ὑποκείμενον πρῶτον
γενέσει καὶ φθορᾷ, ἰδέα δ᾽ οὐσία ἀσώματος ἐν τοῖς νοήμασι καὶ ταῖς
φαντασίαις τοῦ θεοῦ. (1.3)
mountains which appear in depictions. I have chosen 'depictions' because
depiction could refer to paintings on vases or to wall-paintings or to some
other medium or art-form where mountains might be depicted, and it is not
clear from the context which is meant.
18.

φαντασίᾳ. Not here simply 'appearance' in the ordinary sense of the term but
a 'making visible' such that it is apprehended by us in a particular way, as a
re-presentation of what it actually is. Hence: "an incorporeal representation

apprehends what is lain otherwise."
19.

urge your psyche to go to... The whole passage is interesting and evocative,
with psyche here signifying 'spirit' as in "let your spirit wander to other
places" and thus invoking something akin to what we now might describe as
conscious imagination.
go to any land. Following the MSS rather than the emendation Nock accepts
which is εἰς Ἰνδικὴν. There seems to me no justiﬁcation for jarringly
introducing India here.
Ocean. Ὠκεανός. That is, a sea beyond the Mediterranean, such as the
Atlantic.
Aether. cf. Poemandres 17, ἐκ δὲ αἰθέρος τὸ πνεῦμα ἔλαβε, where I noted in
my commentary: "It is best to transliterate αἰθήρ - as Æther - given that it,
like Earth, Air, Fire, Water, and pnuema, is an elemental principle, or a type
of (or a particular) being, or some-thing archetypal."
nor the vortex. οὐχ ἡ δίνη. Presumably δίνη here refers to the celestial
movement of the planets and stars as observed from Earth.
burst through. cf. Poemandres 14: ἀναρρήξας τὸ κράτος τῶν κύκλων, "burst
through the strength of the spheres."
The Entirety. Even though 'universe' is implied, I have refrained from using
that English word given its modern astronomical and cosmological
connotations, and have instead opted for a literal translation of ὅλος.
ordered system. κόσμος here as 'the ordered system' just described: the
land, oceon, Sun, the heavens, the bodies of the stars.
20.

purposes. νοήματα.
21.

enclose your psyche in your body. cf. section I of tractate VII where enclosing
the psyche in the body is also mentioned.
indulging the body and rotten. φιλοσώματος here implies 'indulging the
body' rather than 'loving the body' just as κακός implies 'rotten', 'base',
rather than some abstract, disputable 'evil' or (vide Nock) "le vice suprȇme."
the numinous. τὸ θεῖον. In other words, 'the divine'.
its own (way). Following the MSS which have ἰδία, omitted by Nock.

eikon. Tentatively reading οὐδὲν γάρ ἐστιν ὃ οὐκ εἰκὼν θείου, which is not
altogether satisfactory. The MSS have εἰκόνι. Nock emends to οὐδὲν γάρ
ἐστιν ὃ οὐκ ἔστιν (there is nothing that it is not) which seems somewhat at
odds with the preceding "to be completely rotten is..." and with theos/the
numinous being evident, presenced, in τὸ ἀγαθόν, τὸ καλόν, ἡ εὐδαιμονία.
Regarding eikon, qv. the note in the commentary on section 15.
22.

speak softy. εὐφήμησον is a formulaic phrase (cf. Tractate XIII:8, ὦ τέκνον͵
καὶ εὐφήμησον καὶ διὰ τοῦτο οὐ καταπαύσει τὸ ἔλεος εἰς ἡμᾶς ἀπὸ τοῦ θεοῦ)
suggesting "speak softly" and with reverence.

Appendix
On Ethos And Interpretation

One of the intentions of these translations of mine of various tractates of the
Corpus Hermeticum is provide an alternative approach to such ancient texts
and hopefully renew interest in them beyond conventional current, and past
interpretations, which - based on using terms such as God, Mind, and Soul makes them appear to be proto-Christian or imbued with an early Christian
weltanschauung or express certain philosophical and moralistic abstractions.
Why an alternative approach to such ancient texts? For two reasons. First,
because the choice of English words hitherto in respect of Greek terms such
as λόγος, νοῦς, θεός, ἀγαθός, φῶς, and φύσις, seems to me to be based on
various assumptions such as that those and other terms express something
deﬁnite and philosophical and relate to various ancient 'schools of thought'. I
dissent from this view; instead, regarding such terms as descriptors used by
individuals to express their own often mystical weltanschauung based on
their own personal insights or, more probably, on what they had learned from
others and/or from various MSS they had read. That is, many of the tractates
present mythos, and/or ancient aural esoteric traditions, rather than the
teachings of some established and philosophical 'school of thought'. Thus,
such Greek terms require contextual interpretation and are often best
transliterated or at least referred to the ethos underlying such
weltanschauung and such mythos.
Second, because such texts seem to me to be, in the matter of cosmogony
and metaphysics, more inﬂuenced by the classical Greek and the Hellenistic
ethos than by any other, and thus in many ways are representative of that
ethos as it was being developed, or as it was known, at the time texts such as
those in the Corpus Hermeticum were written. An ethos, a cosmogony and a
metaphysics, exempliﬁed - to give just a few examples - by terms such as
ἀρρενόθηλυς (Poemander), by the shapeshifting of Poemander (τοῦτο εἰπὼν

ἠλλάγη τῇ ἰδέᾳ), by mention of a septenary system (Poemander, Tractate XI),
by the 'voyages of the psyche' (Tractate XI: 20) and by terms such as Ιερός
Λόγος (Tractate III) and which term dates back to the time of Hesiod [1].
In respect, for example, of the Ιερός Λόγος tractate, my view - as noted in the
Preface of my translation of and commentary on that tractate - is that it is the
story of genesis according to an ancient pagan, and esoteric,
weltanschauung; a text in all probability older than the other texts in the
Corpus Hermeticum and certainly older, as an aural tradition, than the story
given in the Biblical Genesis; and a text which the author of the Poemandres
tractate might well have been familiar with, as a reading of both texts
indicates.
As an example of my alternative approach (and perhaps the most
controversial example) is my interpretation of ἀγαθός as honour/nobility, τὸ
ἀγαθὸν as the honourable/the noble/nobility, and thus as embodied in brave,
noble, trustworthy, honest, individuals - exempliﬁed in legend by the likes of
the hero Leonidas - which interpretation I am inclined to view as an
expression of both the classical Greek and the Greco-Roman (Hellenic) ethos,
just as the expression τί ἐστιν ἀλήθεια, attributed to a certain Roman, is an
expression of that ethos; whereas ἀγαθός as some disputable 'abstract',
impersonal or philosophical 'good' does not in my view exemplify that ethos
and the milieu in which it ﬂourished. Furthermore, given how such a
disputable 'abstract', moral, good has been generally understood for the last
millennia (partly due to the inﬂuence of Christianity, partly due to
post-Renaissance philosophy, and partly due to Western jurisprudence) then
it seems desirable to avoid using the term 'good' in translations of such
ancient texts - as also elsewhere, in other metaphysical tractates of the
Hellenic era - since 'good' now has certain post-Hellenic connotations which
can distance us from what such ancient tractates may well express and have
expressed.
Thus, such an iconoclastic interpretation of such an important ancient Greek
word - in terms of individuals and their physis, as opposed to in terms of
some abstract, moral, impersonal schemata or dogma or as part of some
conjectured philosophy - might provide a new perspective on this and on
some other tractates of the Corpus Hermeticum.
But whether this particular insight of mine regarding ἀγαθός is valid, others
will have to decide.
°°°
[1] a) ἔστι λόγος περὶ αὐτοῦ ἱρὸς λεγόμενος. Book II, Chapter 48, s3. (b) ἔστι
ἱρὸς περὶ αὐτοῦ λόγος λεγόμενος. Book II, Chapter 62, s2. (c) ἔστι δὲ περὶ
αὐτῶν ἱρὸς λόγος λεγόμενος. Book II, Chapter 81, s2.
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