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The Corpus Hermeticum
1
(CH) is a compilation of philosophical, 

theosophical, mystical and cosmological texts dating, in their present form, 

from the third-fourth centuries C.E. and attributed, according to tradition, 

to Hermes Trismegistus. These texts exerted considerable influence upon 

western philosophers, scientific thinkers and mystics throughout the 

Middle Ages, especially influencing the Renaissance Neoplatonists. 

Scholarly discussions of the Hermetica once focused upon this Corpus, 

which some have felt contains lofty ideals and noble speculations. 

 Recently, however, attention has been turning to that other source of 

Hermetica which is neither a Corpus nor so lofty, namely the numerous 

texts, scattered in sundry libraries around the world, which deal with the 

practical aspects of the occult arts of astrology, alchemy and magic alluded 

to in the philosophical corpus. This literature has not yet been collected, 

edited and translated and hence cannot itself yet be considered a ‘corpus’. 

In many cases there is dispute as to precisely which texts can even claim 

legitimately to be a part of the relevant literature.
2
 Occasionally there is no 

clear idea of the true author, while the dating of many of these texts is in 

doubt. In addition, there are few critical editions and until recently there 

has been a reluctance on the part of scholars to take this literature seriously. 

 The reluctance to study this material may be due to the fact that its 

subject matter varies so dramatically from that of the Corpus Hermeticum 

(CH), which contains religio-philosophical opinions and may be tagged 

‘the philosophical hermetica’. The other astrological, alchemical and 

magical literature dealing with practical matters, on the other hand, may be 

termed ‘the practical hermetica’. It has been asserted, principally by 

Walter Scott, that these literatures share only the appellation ‘hermetic’,
3
 

and otherwise cannot be considered connected in any way. That is, the 

cosmological teachings of the philosophical hermetica have been divorced 

by modern scholars from the astrological teachings of the practical 

hermetica. However, other points of view are now emerging, and more 

recently Garth Fowden has argued that, contrary to Scott’s opinion, the 

philosophical hermetica and the practical hermetica were conceived of as a 
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unity: the former providing the theory, the latter the practice, of a religio-

philosophical world view the roots of which extend back to ancient Egypt.
4
 

 The issue of ultimate origins, derivations, dates and authorship aside, 

there is internal evidence from the texts that both the philosophical and 

practical hermetica might, as Fowden claims, be legitimately viewed as a 

unity. If we regard the practical hermetica together with the philosophical 

hermetica as comprising the theory and practice of a peculiar world view, 

we may see the combination of the two as evidence of a Hellenistic effort 

to produce a religious science (or scientific religion).  

 Study of the texts in this way uncovers the presence of several principles 

(Principia Hermetica) in both the philosophical corpus and in many of the 

various practical hermetic texts, suggesting that the authors of these texts 

were expressing the same religio-philosophical dogmas found in the CH 

while applying them as a kind of scientific method in the practical texts. 

 I say ‘as a kind of scientific method’ because the Hermetica do not 

comprise a science in the contemporary sense. There is no attempt to arrive 

at an hypothesis on the basis of repeated observations and duplicatable 

demonstrations under controlled conditions. The hermetic principles are 

initially arrived at through mysterious and, we would say, uncertain, 

means. For instance, the first text in the Corpus, the Poimandres, depicts 

the author as achieving cosmological, theosophical, spiritual and 

‘scientific’
5
 knowledge simultaneously via a meditation-like experience. 

The transmission of such ‘scientific’ principles is through instruction by a 

preceptor to a disciple or philosophical ‘son’. Thus, while the hermetica do 

not present us with a science in the modern western sense, they can be 

considered a ‘science’ in the pre-modern sense, in a manner very like that 

signified in Medieval Islam by the words ’ilm (science) and hikma 

(wisdom). We may even see the hermetica as comprising a scientia in the 

sense of that word prior to the specialist usage it received after the 16th 

century, i.e. as the consistent and systematic practical application in the arts 

of wise insights into the nature of things. 

 In this paper I will identify the major principles of the philosophical 

hermetica and argue that they underpinned the teachings found in 

contemporaneous astrological and magical texts, and that the latter are 

therefore central to an understanding of the former, and themselves possess 

a philosophical coherence which has often been ignored. I do not propose 

to outline the practical applications of the hermetica in detail. My purpose 

here is to provide a basis for future work. 
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The Philosophical Hermetica  

We may identify at least five Principia Hermetica in the philosophical 

Hermetica (CH). They are: 

1. Eternity of the Soul 

2. Circulation 

3. Apokatastasis 

4. Heimarmene/Ananke 

5. Unio oppositionum 

 

In what follows, we will look at each of these in order, giving citations 

from the CH. 

 

1. The Soul, according to the CH, is immortal. Created by ‘Mind, the 

Father of All’ in his own image, Man ‘is immortal by reason of the Man of 

eternal substance’.
6
 

 

2. Circulation is the process by which the soul descends into Matter 

through the spheres and re-ascends to heaven (the Ogdoad).
7
 In the 

Poimandres 14 and 24-26, we learn of the descent and ascent of the human 

soul as it incarnates at birth and re-ascends to heaven following death. 

Transmigration, a form of circulation, is found in Excerpt XXVI Isis to 

Horus,
8
 where we learn that the souls that have been released from bodies 

and those which have not yet been embodied, haunt the region between 

earth and heaven. From this region these souls are led ‘from time to time’ 

to embodiment. Some souls enter human bodies, some the bodies of 

animals. 

 

3. Apokatastasis (Restoration) was a very important concept to the Greeks, 

especially to the Stoics and Neoplatonists. According to this concept, the 

world would be renewed when the celestial bodies returned to their original 

positions, an event which would be reflected in a terrestrial purging by 

means of conflagration and inundation. The belief in periodic cosmic 

renewal was supported by Plato in the Timaeus, was taken as almost a 

sacrament by the Stoic philosophers and was eventually adopted by the 

Neoplatonists, especially Proclus,
9
 as well as by the Hermetic 

philosophers.
10

 We find this concept referred to in the Corpus in the Latin 
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Asclepius (26a),
11

 where, after prophesying that there will come a time 

when Egypt will be desolate and irreligion will be the rule, the text has:  

 

 ‘But when all this has befallen, Asclepius, then the Master and Father, 

God,  the first before all, the maker of that god who first came into 

being,
12

 will  look on that which has come to pass, and will stay the 

disorder by the  counterworking of his will, which is the good. He will call 

back to the right  path those who have gone astray; he will cleanse  the 

world from evil, now  washing it away with waterfloods, now burning it 

out with fiercest fire, or  again expelling it by war and  pestilence. And 

thus he will bring back his  world to its former aspect,  so that the 

Kosmos will once again be deemed worthy of worship and wondering 

reverence, and God, the maker and  restorer of the mighty fabric, will be 

adored by the men of that day with  unceasing hymns of  praise and 

blessing. Such is the new birth of the  Kosmos; it is a making again of all 

things good, a holy and awe inspiring  restoration
13

 of all  nature; and it 

is wrought in the process of time by the  eternal will of God.’ 

  

Elsewhere we read: ‘Living creatures do not die, my son; but they are 

composite bodies, and as such, they undergo dissolution. Dissolution is not 

death; it is only the separation of things which were combined; and they 

undergo dissolution, not to perish, but to be made anew.’
14

 

 

4. Heimarmene is Destiny
15

 which works through measure,
16 

periods,
17 

and 

time,
18

 that is, through the movement of the stars and planets, while Ananke 

is Necessity,
19

 the effect of Heimarmene. Heimarmene and Ananke are 

presented here as a unit from the observation that they never occur 

separately, Heimarmene being the root of Ananke. In the CH we run into 

the idea of Heimarmene frequently. In Libellus I. it is said to be the cause 

of births, while elsewhere we are told that no one escapes Destiny.
20 

 

5. Unio oppositionum (The Union of Opposites) is not expressed overtly in 

the CH but underlies much of its doctrine. For instance, the polarization of 

Celestial Man,
21

 created by Mind the Father, and Nature (the Material 

Cause)
22

 are united in Poimandres 14, 15. The ‘man’ so produced is two-

fold (consisting of body and mind), physical, bisexual and participates in 

the characteristics of the seven planet-administrators. A polarization, which 

is presented as being ultimately unified, is the relation of terrestrial man to 

the eighth sphere or heaven (the goal of the ascended soul). 
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The Practical Hermetica 

These principia hermetica, presented in the philosophical corpus as 

religious or mystical concepts, are also found in the practical hermetica as 

ancient scientific methods or principles. In alchemy the operator 

(frequently referred to as the ‘Artist’ in alchemical texts) circulates, 

dissolves, calcines, sublimes and precipitates substances, often for a fixed 

number of repetitions or for a determined period of time, in order to arrive 

at their indestructible essence.  

 In astrology, the practitioner observes the positions of planets and stars 

in their periodic revolutions at specific times and places in order to 

prognosticate the future destiny. He notes also the positions opposite to 

such positions recognizing the importance of polarity in his work. This 

polarity is reflected in the very graphic arrangement of the charting he does 

in order to record the figure of the heavens at any given moment. His work 

is a study of times, measure and periods and he frequently avails himself of 

revolutional figures (horoscopes set for important moments in the annual 

cycle, such as ingresses) in his delineations, even while he contemplates 

that which does not change. 

 The magician, who attempts to redirect the course of destiny, dramatizes 

his unchanging will with movements and behaviour which recapitulate the 

celestial motions. He circumambulates a given number of times, singing or 

chanting, and observes the astrologically auspicious times for performing 

his rituals, conforming them to the periods of the planets and stars. He 

endeavours to attain the conscious blending with the divine Unity, the 

unchanging or Eternal Self, from which all magical transformations are 

possible. He observes opposites, often seeking one thing through the 

manipulation of its opposite. He repeatedly performs his rituals a set 

number of times. 

 Thus in alchemy,
23

 the principle of ‘Eternity of the Soul’ is seen in the 

purum
24

 which remains after the apokatastasis of repeated purification via 

fire (calcination) and water (solution) via Circulation (distillation and 

precipitation). Heimarmene is manifest through the measure, i.e. in the 

length of time in which the operation is completed (e.g. 40 days). The unio 

oppositionum is embodied in the final conjunction, in the primigenious 

heat and the radicale humidum. In astrology,
25 

Eternity of the Soul
26

 and 

Circulation
27

 appear with the presentation of the stars as stations for the 

ascent and descent of the soul. Apokatastasis is manifested in the 



 
 

Culture and Cosmos 

28   The Hermetica as Ancient Science 

 

 

astrological doctrine of revolutions or celestial figures for the moment the 

Sun returns to the position it held at birth (Anniversaries or Solar Returns) 

and in the general observation of the periodic returns of planetary and 

stellar bodies to a starting point of some sort.
28

 Heimarmene/Ananke is 

found in Firmicus’ 4th century CE astrological treatise, the Mathesis in the 

words ‘...God, the Creator of the Universe, who has made and regulated 

everything under the control of everlasting Necessity...’.
29 

Unio 

oppositionum occurs in Firmicus in that the Sun and Moon each rules one 

sign while the five planets have two houses each, one masculine, the other 

of the opposite gender, i.e. feminine. The astrologer stated ‘how fitting it is 

that while the Sun is ruler of a masculine sign the Moon rules a feminine 

one, so that each claims a sign which is suited to its own sex. The other 

five planets have, as we have said above, two signs in which they exercise 

their authority. But of the signs which each possesses one is masculine, the 

other feminine.’
30

 Thus, the twelve signs of the zodiac are divided into two 

complementary but opposing parts, six masculine and six feminine.
31

 In 

ancient magic, especially in its mode as theurgia (the acquisition of god-

like powers by men via ceremonial ‘initiations’), we find an eight-fold 

initiation implicit in the Poimandres and in Iamblichus’ On the Mysteries 

of the Egyptians, Chaldeans and Assyrians,
32

 which seems to have 

consisted of eight degrees, corresponding to the seven visible planets plus 

the 8th sphere. It also appears to have been influenced by Plato
33

 who 

portrayed the Demiurge as creating souls in equal number to the stars and 

sowing them in the fixed stars of heaven; later they descend to the ‘organs 

of time’, i.e. the planets; and finally to earth where they are embodied. The 

Hermetic initiation reverses this descensus and entails an ascent through 

the spheres to the Ogdoad or sphere of the fixed stars. Central to this 

ascensus is the discovery of the Lord of the Geniture (the birth horoscope), 

for by means of this knowledge freedom from fate is achieved. As 

Iamblichus tells us in On the Mysteries, this could be discovered either by 

artificial means [i.e. by astrology], or by divination [i.e. by theurgia]. Once 

this ascensus has been achieved, the initiate is heir to both the knowledge 

of the gods and to god-like power. Having become a Son of God,
34

 he now 

has magical abilities. This ascensus animae was to be dubbed in the 

Renaissance occultism of Henry Cornelius Agrippa, the ‘dignificatio’.
35

 

 The actual theurgic operation or liturgy involved the following elements 

which related to the philosophical hermetica: fasting and purification 

(including ritual bathing and ablutions) [Apokatastasis]; exploitation of the 

knowledge that the highest part of the mind, the nous, was already united to 
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the gods [Eternity of the Soul]; the use of song and dance often in 

connection with geometrical designs or forms, e.g. letters or characters 

[representing Heimarmene/Ananke].
36

 The union of the human soul to the 

divine mind [Unio oppositionum]; circumambulation [Circulation].  

 

Conclusion 

It can be seen therefore that the same conceptual principles are to be found 

in both the philosophical hermetica and the practical hermetic texts treating 

of astrology, alchemy and magic/theurgy. In the philosophical hermetica 

these principles are presented morally, mystically, religiously or as 

cosmology. In the practical hermetica they provide concrete features of the 

art in question which contribute to the successful realization of the goals 

the art seeks. 

 What the historian of religion gains by this point of view is the 

recognition that alchemy, astrology and magic were far more than 

aberrations of the ancient mind. They constituted an ancient science, 

widely accepted by the contemporary intelligentsia, and as such they 

provided ancient religious thinkers with a justification for religious themes 

as well as a structure on which to construct the scientific means by which 

religious dogma might be supported. It is also possible that the principles 

of hermetic astrology and alchemy contributed to the conceptualising of 

religious doctrines and that without an understanding of these disciplines in 

their own contexts, on their own terms, we may not fully understand the 

subtleties of various classical religious traditions. Finally, as a result of the 

modern idea of the incompatibility of science and religion, we are inclined 

too frequently, I believe, to treat religious doctrines, both ancient and 

modern, as completely unrelated to their contemporary scientific 

atmosphere. Yet the influence of modern science on modern religion has 

been pervasive and important. This paper suggests that the influence of 

ancient science was at least equally influential upon ancient religious ideas. 
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