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Preface

The manuscript Marcianus graecus 299 (tenth-eleventh century CE) starts with an
intriguing foreword.! It urges every friend of the Muses (niic Movce@®v ¢ikoc) to look at the
book containing a secret bliss (6Afov... éyxexpvuuévov &govoav). There, a treasure of
superior knowledge is to be found (miobtov (Gv) ebpoig yvooews vmeptépag). It also
celebrates a certain Theodorus (possibly a civil servant of the Byzantine Empire under
Heraclius) who, having learned the accomplishment of the supreme substance hidden
enigmatically within (nabov tag éxPacelg | aiviypot®@dog £&voov E€yKEKPLUUEVAG),
assembled a strange collection in this book (cvAloynv EEvny | év Tiide BifAm).

The ideas and imagery of this passage deeply relate to the purposes of this thesis. It
intends to demonstrate how certain early alchemical writings exploit literary and linguistic
artifice in such a way that the text itself becomes a reflection of alchemical knowledge. By
mixing spiritual, magical, philosophical and technical language and motifs, the text becomes
a laboratory where different ‘ingredients’ are transformed into material that seems strange,
impenetrable, yet compelling: an exquisite treasure for which the reader has to dig. Both
deprived of and given enough information to be bewildered but not completely lost, the
reader is prompted to take up the search that may or may not give access to the secret of
alchemical knowledge.

This thesis aims to take a fresh look at texts which have received valuable attention,
but from relatively restricted points of view. It challenges the way some scholars have seen
ancient alchemy in the past in order to demonstrate that this tradition had a broader set of

concerns than metallurgy and philosophy combined. | argue that early alchemical texts

1 The Greek text is CAAG Gr. modified.



display literary ambitions that have been overlooked and downplayed in previous
scholarship. Experimentation is not restricted to technical operations: these texts are
themselves experiments that result in elaborate and inventive compositions.

That this mainly literary approach to alchemical texts does not intend to downplay
its wider historical and cultural context is implied in the thesis’s title, which pays tribute to
Garth Fowden’s The Egyptian Hermes: A Historical Approach to the Late Pagan Mind
(1993). There, Fowden finds in Hermetism “a spiritual way” (ibid., pp. xxiv, 186, 215)
greatly indebted to “the unusually intimate cultural interactions that had been stimulated by
the settlement of Greeks in the narrow valley of the Nile” (ibid., p. 215). Here, | try to
identify in four alchemical works what may be called ‘a literary way’ that expresses, among
other things, the very societal picture brought forward by Fowden.

The main part of the thesis investigates in detail what this shift to a literary
interpretation entails for each of the compositions here selected, namely the Letter from Isis
to Horus (Chapter 1), the Dialogue of the Philosophers and Cleopatra (Chapter I1), On the
Letter Omega by Zosimus of Panopolis (Chapter I111), and Memoirs 10-12 by the same author
(Chapter 1V). Each chapter starts with a brief introduction to the work’s dating, transmission,
and contents. It then proceeds to an analysis of how each writing in question approaches
conventional textual forms in both expected and unexpected ways. This is followed by a
close reading; the reader is given the chance to relish each writing’s peculiarity and language
as it unfolds. Finally, contextual parallels are brought into the picture in order to enrich

interpretation.

The undertaking of this project would have remained nothing but a far-fetched
aspiration if it were not for some key figures to whom | will always be grateful. I would like
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ABSTRACT

A lot of classical scholarship has perceived early Greco-Egyptian alchemy as a combination
of Egyptian metallurgy and Greek philosophy coated with what André-Jean Festugiére has
called “mystical reveries”. More recent scholarship has challenged this perception by
drawing attention to the fact that ancient alchemy had a broader set of concerns (such as
various dyeing techniques unrestricted to metals) and influences (such as magic and various
spiritual traditions). The present thesis aligns with the latter view by introducing a literary
dimension to such concerns. | argue that some early alchemical compositions display literary
ambitions that have been overlooked and downplayed (as implied in Festugiére’s phrase) in
previous scholarship. Experimentation does not seem restricted to technical operations:
these writings are themselves experiments that result in elaborate and inventive
compositions. | investigate in detail what this shift to a literary interpretation entails for four
early alchemical works, namely the Letter from Isis to Horus (Chapter 1), the Dialogue of
the Philosophers and Cleopatra (Chapter I1), On the Letter Omega by Zosimus of Panopolis
(Chapter I11), and Memoirs 10-12 by the same author (Chapter IV). Each chapter starts with
a brief introduction to the work’s dating, transmission, and contents, followed by an analysis
of how each writing in question approaches conventional textual forms in both expected and
unexpected ways. | then proceed to a close reading of each composition, when the reader is
given the chance to relish each writing’s peculiarity and language as it unfolds. Finally,
contextual parallels are drawn in order to enrich interpretation. The first chapter
demonstrates how the Letter from Isis to Horus incorporates motifs found in Hermetism,
Greco-Egyptian magic, and Jewish magic and scripture (1 Enoch) in a way of its own. The
second chapter looks into how the Dialogue of the Philosophers and Cleopatra creates a
peculiar scene of knowledge transmission by narrating an encounter between the Egyptian
ruler Cleopatra and the Persian magus Ostanes that lies between a philosophical dialogue
and a Christian sermon. The third chapter investigates how Zosimus’ On the Letter Omega
tries to harmonise various doctrines explicitly attributed to different cultural backgrounds,
revealing the highly eclectic milieu of late antique Egypt already suggested by the works
analysed in the first two chapters. The fourth chapter examines Zosimus’ eclectic and
inventive writing style displayed in his dream narratives, which stylise a number of motifs
found in scripture, Hermetism, and other traditions of revealed knowledge with surreal,
disorienting prose. By mixing these various elements together with a language of secrecy
and intellectual inquiry, | argue, these works become strange yet intriguing compositions
that compel the reader to partake in the search for alchemical knowledge each of them
prompts in different yet related ways.
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Introduction

What mattered to ancient alchemy?

Alchemy has always been, and probably always will be, a contentious topic. Its
historiography attests the most disparate views about its value, nature and concerns.
Newman (2011, p. 313) mentions views among post-Second World War Scientific
Revolution historians that well exemplify a tendency to the extreme: alchemy is “a
pathology of thought” (Dijksterhuis, 1961, p. 160) and “the greatest obstacle to the
development of rational chemistry” (Hall, 1962, p. 310). In fact, a lot of the heat regarding
the history of alchemy is concentrated in the debate on where alchemy ends and where
chemistry begins, and even on the validity of making this distinction in texts prior to the late
seventeenth century (Newman & Principe, 1998). While Jung’s influential works on
alchemy (Zosimus’ Visions and On the Letter Omega included) as deeply related to “the
processes of the collective unconscious” (1967, p. 4) added psychology to a field over which
a number of disciplines already disputed, scholars like Newman and Principe worked hard
on purging alchemy of interpretations too influenced by what they consider “Victorian
occultism” that tend to obscure alchemy’s scientific concerns — among which they include
Jung’s.?

The particular case of ancient alchemy is no less complex.® One may start from the
fact that the term ‘alchemy’ is anachronistic when applied to ancient evidence (Grimes,

2018, p. 19). The term does not appear until the Middle Ages, when Arabic-speaking authors

are believed to have added the definite article al to the Greek word for “the art of alloying

2 Newman & Principe (1998); Principe & Newman (2001); Newman (2011); Principe (2013).
3 A lot of the following literature review on ancient alchemy is indebted to Grimes (2018, pp. 19-24 and pp.
29-77).
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metals” (LSJ), spelled ynueia or youeio — which, in turn, may have derived from the verb
yém in its meaning of ‘to smelt metal’ (Halleux, 1979, p. 46). The Diocletian ban on the
writings of Egyptians on the chémia of gold and silver (Suda 6 1156 & yx 280) adds to
speculations about an Egyptian origin for the term, which some consider to derive “from the
ancient Egyptian word km (‘black’) or kmt (‘black earth’)” (Grimes, 2018, p. 20) — in which
case, the word could possibly pay tribute to its birthplace, “the black, fertile land along the
Nile” (ibid.). In short, the very term ‘alchemy’ seems as difficult to pinpoint as the topic to
which it refers.

The anachronism in applying the term ‘alchemy’ to the ancient texts here addressed
may at times imply an effort to impose narratives on these works that are not necessarily
appropriate to them. The following outlines two of these narratives and their limitations.
One narrative is that ancient alchemy is concerned with gold-making. Another one is that
ancient alchemy depends heavily on Greek natural philosophy. This is followed by a
proposition that some of these ancient texts have clear literary ambitions that have been

largely overlooked, albeit acknowledged, by previous scholars.

(i) Technical concerns

One of the most widespread beliefs about alchemy in the popular imagination is that one of
its top priorities is promoting metal transmutation, and in particular making gold. Yet more
thorough consideration shows that this is a limited notion about what alchemy was
concerned with until as late as the eighteenth century — as Newman and Principe (1998) have
forensically demonstrated, early modern alchemists had concerns ranging from
mineralogical to pharmaceutical. As Grimes (2018, p. 44) indicates, when Needham (1974,
vol. 5 pt. 2, p. 10) introduced the distinction between “aurifaction” (gold-making) and

“aurifiction” (gold-faking), he mentions Greco-Egyptian alchemists as invested in
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‘aurifaction’, claiming that they “were probably not professional metallurgists, but rather
philosophers who erroneously believed that they were making real gold” (Grimes, 2018, p.
45).

As an example of this belief, Needham mentions passages from Natural and Secret
Questions (hereafter PM) by Ps.-Democritus (first century CE; see Martelli, 2013, p. 29)
containing statements of the sort “and you will have gold” (xai &€ ypvodv, PM 5.71-72).
However, Grimes (2018, p. 45) observes that when looked at more closely, these passages
seem to be about gold-colouring rather than gold-making proper. This can be inferred from

the Ps.-Democritus statement above when put back into context:*

AaPav VOpdpyvpov, THEOV TM TG payvnoiog copott, fj T@ Tod Ttalikod oTipemg coOpatt, i
Ocio amdpw, §j dppoceAvem, §j TITAV® 0T, T oTVITNPiQ Tf] Ao MoV, §| dpoevik®, T| ®G
Emvoelc. kol EmifaAile Aevknv yevopévny xoAkd, Kol £Ee1g yaAkov dokiactov. EavOny 6
énifolde apyvp, kai EEE1S YPVGOV- ¥pLo®), Kol E6Tol XpLooKOparilog copotmbeica. (PM
5.67-72)

Take mercury and make it solid with the body of magnésia, or with the body of Italian
stibnite, or with unburnt sulphur, or with moon foam, or with roasted lime, or with alum
from Melos, or with orpiment, or according to your knowledge. When it [i.e. mercury] turns
white, put it on copper, and you will have ‘shadowless’ copper. [When the mercury turns]
yellow, put it on silver and you will have gold; on gold, and it will be solid gold coral.

Martelli (2013, p. 217 n. 25) gathers from the above that “the various ingredients listed by
Ps.-Democritus (...) could react with the small amounts of silver or copper usually mixed
with gold and produce a superficial, coloured patina”. The choice of the verb érifaiim (‘to
cast upon/to put on’) to describe the interaction between the compound and the metals
indeed indicates an awareness that the process would change the metals’ outer appearance

rather than turn them into something else.

4 All text and translations of Ps.-Democritus’ works here used are by Martelli (2013), with occasional
modifications.
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There is another passage in Ps.-Democritus where the text’s ambiguous wording

ultimately points to a process of colouring rather than transforming:

mopiTnV oikovopst Eng ob YEvnTaL BKaVGTOG, AToPAAdV THY pelaviay: olkovopet 8 OEGAL,
| obpw deBOpw, §j OoAdoon, i dEvpéty, §| B¢ émvoeic, kai dmtnoov Emg ov yévnTar Mg
yiiypo xpuood dkovotov. kol &av yévnrar,® TpocmEov avtd Ogiov dmvpov, §| cTumTnpiay
EavOnv, 1 dypoav Attikv, fj d¢ émvoeic. kai &mifaidle apyvpm 8168 TOV xpvodV, Kol ¥pLoE
310 TO YpVooKoYYLALOV. 1] YOpP QVGIC TV eOotv kpatel. (PM 7.83-89)

Process pyrite until it becomes incombustible, losing its blackness: process it with vinegar
and brine, or pure urine, or seawater, or honey and vinegar, or according to your knowledge;
roast it until it becomes like incombustible gold-dust. And if it becomes so, mix with it
unburnt sulphur, or yellow alum, or Attic ochre, or according to your knowledge. Put it on
silver in order to have gold and on gold in order to have gold shell. For nature masters nature.

Here, we again find instructions to make a compound that one is to “cast upon” (énifaAle)
metals. The very fact that the process of making the compound is described in much more
detail than the change each metal would then undergo shows that the focus here is on the
dyeing compound and its capacities rather than the metals themselves. Even more telling is
the fact that the outcome of laying this compound on gold is called “gold shell”
(xpvookoyyviov) —a word only attested in the alchemical corpus (Martelli, 2013, p. 220 n.
32). This application of the term ‘shell’ (koyydiiov) seems quite illustrative of the idea of
enveloping something rather than changing its nature.

While Ps.-Democritus’ recipes are somewhat discreet about their aims, some recipes
in the papyri are known for talking about counterfeiting quite overtly.” A recipe for obtaining

silver (donuog) in one of the alchemical papyri promises that it would make it look as if it

5 kai av yévntor might refer to back to “gold-dust” (yiiypo ypvcod), and it might be that the result is thought
to have been achieved already. If that is the case, Prof. Hutchinson suggests that an addition might be
necessary, e.g. éav (un) yévnrot.

6 This is a slightly odd use of 814, which occurs immediately afterwards (51& to ypvookoyydiov). Martelli
(2013, p. 89) indicates that the literal translation of the phrases would be “for the sake of gold” and “for the
sake of gold shell”, respectively. He opts for the more natural-sounding “in order to have...” for both cases,
which | maintain above.

" The two examples to follow are mentioned by Grimes (2018, p. 44).
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were of the highest quality, to the point of escaping even craftspeople’s notice (§oton @¢
npdToV donuov, Hote Kol Tovg teyvitac Aadeiv, Leiden 39).8 Another recipe (Leiden 37)
aims to make copper look like gold and not let it be given away either by the test of fire or
by rubbing on stone (dote @aivesBor T YaAKd ypLCG. Kol ODTE Tf| TLPDOGEL OVTE TH)
napatpiyel T Tpoc Tov Aibov Eréyyesbar), and to produce the appearance above all on a
ring (motelv 8¢ paloto €ml TOV dakTOAOV THV @avtaciav). The term eovroocia is amusingly
ambiguous here, as it can refer simply to the metal’s appearance or more cunningly to the
illusion it is intended to create.

In any case, a discussion too focused on techniques for gold-making/gold-faking
comes with the risk of misrepresenting what the ancient recipes amount to as a whole. As
mentioned before, alchemists showcase more varied ambitions than that. Halleux (1981, p.
35) observes that the majority of the recipes in the alchemical Leiden and Stockholm papyri
are related to silver rather than gold. Beyond a restrictively metallurgical aim, the Leiden
papyrus contains various recipes for producing (often gold/silver-based) inks one can use to
write on papyrus or parchment (ypdaoe €ig Bipia kai S1pBépac, Leiden 71). Stones and textile
dyes are also a concern (see Halleux, 1981, pp. 43-52), and they also feature among the
interests of Ps.-Democritus (see Martelli, 2013). In short, what one calls ‘ancient alchemy’
was a craft that covered a wide range of technical interests marked with less unawareness of
what was being achieved than some may have recognised. The notion that its practitioners

were naive, clueless philosophers chimerically trying to make gold seems naive in itself.

8 Scholars have different views about what donuoc means. Berthelot, on the one hand, claims that it derives
from the Egyptian word asem, which would have referred to electrum (a gold and silver alloy). Halleux (1981,
pp. 35-38) sticks to the Greek, explaining that the word is in origin an adjective meaning ‘unmarked, uncoined’,
but that in monetary ateliers and treasury inventories designated metals not coined into money. As time went
by, its meaning became more specialised, referring only to uncoined silver.
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(i) Philosophical concerns

While other scholars are more cautious when talking about the technical aims these texts
convey, they may at times misleadingly overplay or misplace the part played by Greek
philosophy in them. An influential example is that of Hopkins (1934), whose book title
unabashedly takes its stand on what alchemy was about (Alchemy: Child of Greek
Philosophy). Despite acknowledging that many of the techniques described in early alchemy
are for dyeing metals and indebted to Egyptian metallurgy techniques (ibid., pp. 38-50),
Hopkins argues that it was Greek philosophy that provided the theoretical framework for

what was missing in practice:

But it sometimes happens, as in this case, that the art develops almost too rapidly and in
consequence products unexpected and perhaps undesired are brought out. These products,
coming as a surprise, need to be explained, but centuries of development may be required
before scientific knowledge in its slow advance can formulate the explanation looked for.
This was illustrated with regard to metal work in Egypt. (...) In Egypt, however, in the
Alexandrian age, an attempt was made to clear up this mystery and to this end Greek
philosophy and popular theories were available and were invoked. The application thus
made was alchemy — a form of philosophy applied to technique. (Hopkins, 1934, pp. 1-2)

This view is also adopted by Festugiére about ten years later:

L’alchimie gréco-egyptienne (...) est née de la rencontre d’un fait et d’un doctrine. Le fait
est la pratique, traditionelle en Egypte, des arts de ’orfévrerie. La doctrine est un mélange
de philosophie grecque, empruntée surtout a Platon et a Aristote, et de réveries mystiques.
(RHT 1:218-219)

In fact, the names of Greek philosophers do appear in the corpus, as well as some of
their language. Viano (2005, p. 93) reminds us that a Souda entry says that Zosimus wrote

a life of Plato (Souda ( 168), and that Zosimus himself calls Plato “thrice-great” in On the
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Letter Omega (see Chapter 11). Plato, Viano (ibid., p. 99) argues, may also be an influence
on the formula that expresses the alchemical law of sympathies among substances: “nature
delights in nature, nature conquers nature, nature masters nature” (1 QUGS Tf] QVOEL
TEPTETAL, KOl 1] POOIS TNV PLOWV VIK{Y, Kol 1 VoIS TV evowv kpotel). Versions of this
formula appear several times in Ps.-Democritus’ PM and On the Making of Silver (hereafter
AP), as well as in most of the writings addressed in the following chapters; the terms vikdw
and kpatém are used in the Timaeus to describe how elements transform one another (e.g.
Tim. 56e, Viano, 2005, p. 99 n. 43).° The attribution of one of the earliest alchemical works
known to us to Democritus, as well as the fact that the alchemists at times refer to themselves
as philosophers (see e.g. the Dialogue of the Philosophers and Cleopatra in Chapter I1),
clearly suits this argument as well.

Not until more recently has this great stress on Greek philosophy been put into
question. It has been criticised not only for its implied assumption that “Near Eastern artisans
had no theoretical underpinning to their work until Greek philosophy came along” (Grimes,
2018, p. 53), as if the Egyptians were completely in the dark until enlightened by the Greeks,
but also for the lack of substantial support when a closer examination of the Greek corpus
takes place. For instance, Viano observes that, although a considerable amount of early
alchemical material is attributed to Democritus, his atomism is hardly a presence there
(2005, p. 92 n. 6). While acknowledging the overlaps of the alchemists’ uses of Tvedpa and

the aforementioned law of sympathy with Stoic notions, Viano also observes that Stoic

9 Even though one of the most important primary sources for the law (namely Firm. Mat. 4. 22.2) is astrological
and associated with the name of the magus Ostanes: “Nechepso, the most just ruler of Egypt, and moreover a
most excellent astronomer, collected together, by means of decans themselves, all the vices and virtues, and
showed what illness each decan brought to pass, because one nature is subjected by another and one god to
another. Thus from contrary natures and contrary powers he found cures for all illnesses by the teaching of
divine reason” (sic et Nechepso, iustissimus Aegypti imperator et astrologus valde bonus, per ipsos decanos
omnia vitia valetudinesque collegit ostendens quam valetudinem qui decanus efficeret, et quia natura alia
natura vincitur et quia deum frequenter alius deus vincit, ex contrariis naturis et ex contrariis potestatibus
omnium aegritudinem medelas divinae rationis magisteriis invenit). The English translation is in Fraser (1972,
vol. 2, p. 443).
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philosophers are never mentioned in the alchemical corpus, making it “difficile de parler
d’une influence directe” (ibid.).

By taking a closer look at the alchemical corpus, Viano (2005) and Dufault (2015)
convincingly argue that more robust philosophical reflections are a later development of the
alchemical tradition, one that started with Zosimus and the commentators (Viano, 2005, p.
96). For instance, it is through the commentator Olympiodorus (ca. sixth century)*° that one
hears of Zosimus referring to the bodies as fusible substances (T pév copoto Aéyet elvar T
yutd, CAAG Gr. 89.14-15) — the term yvtog, Viano (2005, p. 97) implies, may be borrowed
from Plato’s distinction of two physical states of water as liquid and fusible (Oypov and
yvtov, Tim. 58d). Viano (ibid., pp. 94-95 & n. 20) also mentions a passage from the
alchemical corpus (CAAG Gr. 206.6-7) where Zosimus would have referred to the four
causes of Aristotle, to which the alchemist would have added two others by Plato — but the
passage in question was actually misattributed to Zosimus by Berthelot and Ruelle (Dufault,
2015, p. 226; Mertens, 1995, p. 266). Dufault (2015, pp. 227-228) adds that, although
Zosimus seems to have an awareness of the Aristotelian distinction between power and
potentiality (5vvopug and évépyeia) when the terms appear side by side in Mem. 2 2.16, the
alchemist normally uses évépyela “to refer to a process of an operation and... the action of
substances” (ibid., p. 228). As for dbvaypug, Dufault mentions numerous examples where
Zosimus uses the term “to mean the power or efficacy of a drug” (ibid.), which points more
to a medical and technical tradition than a philosophical one (ibid.).

These observations signal that we might be on the verge of a paradigm shift in the
study of ancient alchemy. As recently stated by Koutalis, Martelli and Merianos (2018, p.

18), “there are indeed good reasons for thinking that late antique alchemy was not the mere

10 Not confirmed to be the same as the philosopher and commentator Olympiodorus of Alexandria (see Dufault,
2015, p. 215 n. 1 and Martelli, 2013, p. 50 — they both refer to Viano, 2006).

11 Mem. 2, however, has been “diversement maltraité par les copistes et les compilateurs” (Mertens, 1995, p.
121), and therefore its contents may be unreliable (Dufault, 2015, p. 228 n. 58).
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outcome of a re-evaluation of the Egyptian craft traditions through the lens of the Greek
philosophical heritage”. While these investigations by Viano and Dufault confirm that
ancient alchemists show some influence from Greek philosophy in their language, there is a
lack of evidence that this influence amounted to a system or a theory of the craft. The use of
names of Greek philosophers and some of their terms could be, to some extent, rhetorical:
it may have been in the ancient alchemists’ interest to sound philosophical rather than create
a philosophical system. It seems that it was not just their fellow craftspeople that these
alchemists tricked by making one thing look like another (see Leiden 37 above): their very

means of expression seems to have an element of deceptive pavtoacia.

(ii1) Literary ambition

Now it is time to address other aspects of ancient alchemical writings that Festugiere put
under the possibly disdainful label of “réveries mystiques” (RHT 1:218-219). These
narrative, rather surreal passages, often tinted with a language of spirituality, are always
what both fascinates and bemuses the reader the most. Not surprisingly, these are also the
passages that tend to cause the most controversy among scholars, leading to a turf war across
disciplines. Theologians see religion and ritual practice; psychologists see inner
experiences; historians of science see science hidden in metaphor. Much of the disagreement
boils down to the fact that these passages are vividly strange and mysterious, or mystifyingly
extravagant. Their bewildering nature tends to trigger some level of suspicion, followed by
an instinct to find an explanation beyond what is immediately presented.

An interesting case is the following passage from Ps.-Democritus:

gl yap kol té0vnkev MudY 0 S1dAoKaAOC, UNdET® HUdV TeAelmBiviav, AL £T1 mepl TV
EMiyvooty g HVANG dmacyolovpévav, &5 A1dov ToDTOV PEPELY ETEPOUNV: OG O €1 TOVTO
dpunoca, V0L TapeKdrleca ALYV « TOPEXELS dmPedg Epol, avl’ mv dneipyacuat gic 6€»;
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xai 100710 gindv'? Eo1dma. dg 8¢ oMY TapekdAovy pdTOVY 07 ST APUOCH TAG PVGEL,
Eonoé pot dHokolov Aéyetv, odk &mitpémoviog adtd Tod Saipovog. povov 8¢ eimev- «oi
Biprot &v @ 1epd eiotv». dvaotpéwag €ig TO igpov Eyevouny Epevviowy, gimep duvnbeinv
gvmopticat TdV PPAiwv: obte yap TEPIOV TG Bico tadta giprkel: adiabetog yap v Etedevta,
WG PEV TVES ooy, ONAnTnpi® Xpncausvog 1601 dmoddoynv yoyfic €k Tod cdpatog, Mg 88
0 V16g PN oL, ATPOCOOKNTMGS & SGTl(Dl.LSVOQ, NV 88 TP THC TEAEVTHC AGPAMGEEVOC uovov 0
Vi@ (powncscs@al wg BlBkovg, gl v mpdV VrepPi] NAKiov: To0TOV 68 0VOEIC 0VOEY UMDV
AMioTATO. (G 0LV EPEVLVIGOVTES svpopsv 0008V, deWoOV mracsm pev kapoatov €ote v
oVvoLolOB®OoL Kol GUVEISKPIOMOY ol oVGIoL Kol 01 QUGEIG. MG O0& ETEAEIDOOUEV TOG
GLVOESELS THIG DANG, YPOVOL TIVOG EVOTAVTOS KAl TOVIYUPEWS 0DOTG EV TG iEpD TAVTES ETG
swtw)ue@a MG oLV NUEV &V T vad, &5 owtou(xrov ot Ti¢ [Kiov Q- 1] 61appnyv1)w1 fiv
NUETS Enpduev EvOov ovdev Erovoav. T6 0& obT  &v TigT Epackev v avTi] TAG TATPMOS
tebncavpicOon Bifrove, kol Tpokopicos gic péoov fiyayev. ykdyavieg 8¢ é0avudlopev ot
UNSEV HUEV TapOAElYoVTEC: ATV TODTOV TOV AdYOV EDPOLEV KET TAVD YPAGIUOV- 1] PUGIC
T pVvoeL TépmETAL, KO 1) VO TV QUGLY VIKQ, Kol 1) @O61C TV Vot kpatel. E0avudcapey
TavL &1L év OMy® AOY® Tacov cuviyaye TV ypaenv. (PM 3)

Since our master died before our initiation was completed, while we were still devoted to
investigating matter, | tried to conjure him from Hades. As soon as | was ready to do it, |
immediately conjured him up by saying: “Are you giving me any gift in return for what |
did for you?” So I spoke, but he kept silence. Since I conjured him several times asking how
to combine natures, he replied to me that it was difficult to speak, because he was not allowed
to do so by his daemon. He told me only: “The books are in the temple.” I came back to the
temple and prepared to explore it in the hope of finding the books. He had not spoken about
them when he was alive and he died intestate: some people claim that he swallowed a poison
for separating soul from body; according to his son, he died suddenly during a banquet. But
before dying he made sure that the books would have been shown only to his son after he
had passed his first age [i.e. his childhood]: none of us knew anything about these things.
Since we did not find anything despite our searches, we worked very hard to make
substances and natures mix together and to bring them into aggregation. When we
accomplished the combinations of matter, after a little while a festival took place in the
temple and all of us joined the banquet. We were in the sancta sanctorum when a block of
stone broke up by itself, which at first sight did not contain anything inside. But {...) said
that the books of his father had been preserved within this column, and he took them out and
showed them to us all. Peering [into the books] we were surprised [to find] that we had not
neglected anything, expect this very helpful saying that we found there: “Nature delights in
nature, nature conquers nature, nature masters nature.” We marvelled greatly at how he had
summarized all his work in such a short saying. (PM 3)

This fantastical and “detailed first-person narrative” (Martelli, 2013, p. 213 n. 21) is in sharp
contrast with the rest of Ps.-Democritus’ mainly instructional work. Two main factors have
led some to question the authenticity of this passage: “the corrupt and dubious reading of
some passages” (Martelli, 2013, p. 213 n. 21), and the fact that later accounts of Ps.-

Democritus being initiated into alchemical knowledge lack many of the above details. For

12 Anacoluthon for ginévroc.
13 This is another unusual use of 514; see n. 6.
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instance, in his commentary on Ps.-Democritus’ work, Synesius (ca. mid-late fourth century

CE; see Martelli, 2013, pp. 50-51) provides a much more pedestrian account of the initiation:

&v @ ovv mpoKerTon NIV eimelv Tig dv £ 6 dvip ékeivog, 6 PILOGOPoc Anudipttog, EMOMV
and APOMpwv, PLCIKOC OV Kol TAVTO T ELOIKA €pevvinoag (...): €yéveto 88 O avnp
AoyidTOaTOoC, 06 EMOMV €v AlydnTm EpuucTtaymyndn o Tod peydiov ‘Octdvov &v @ iepd Tig
Méupewc obv te mhol toig iepedol Aiyomtov. (...) Aéyo M- tag dpopudg AaPav,
oVVEYPAYATO ToPd ToD peydAov Ootévov. Exevog yop N mpdtog 6 ypayag 8Tt 1) 9oL Ti
edoel TEpTETOL KOl 1) @UOLS TNV QOO KpoTel Kal 1 eUo1g TV ooty vikd koi To £Efig. (Syn.
Alch. 1)

Therefore we set forth right now to say who was that famous man, the philosopher
Democritus: he came from Abdera and as a natural philosopher he investigated all natural
questions (...); the man became very learned: he went to Egypt, and was initiated in the
temple of Memphis along with all Egyptian priests by the great Ostanes. (...) I stress this
point: he wrote by taking his basic principles from the great Ostanes. For he was the first to
write that nature delights in nature, and nature masters nature, and nature conquers nature,
and so on.

Ps.-Democritus’ master is also identified with Ostanes in a passage from Zosimus that
discusses technical issues (CAAG Gr. 197.5-18; see Martelli, 213, p. 70). Later in the ninth
century, Syncellus (Chron. 297) also provides a more succinct and down-to-earth account
of the initiation: Ps.-Democritus was initiated into the mysteries by Ostanes (uonbeic vmo
‘Ootdvov) in the temple of Memphis with other priests and philosophers (év 1® iep® Tiic
Méppemg ovv dALoLC iepedot kol prhoocdpolc). Recognising that “the available sources do
not allow us to answer the question definitely” (Martelli, 2013, p. 70), Martelli finds middle
ground by suggesting the possibility that an account of Ps.-Democritus’ initiation may have
featured in his work, and that “later interpolations by anonymous readers perhaps expanded
this original narrative ‘nucleus’” (Martelli, 2013, p. 214).

However, the assumption that the authenticity of a story depends on later authors

recalling it in its most minute details is disputable, especially when “no anachronistic

14 Text Martelli (2013); translation Martelli (2013) modified.
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elements preclude this passage from dating back to the same period” of Ps.-Democritus’
book (Martelli, 2013, p. 214). Firstly, the fact the later accounts do not contradict the one in
Ps.-Democritus seems to have been underplayed: both Synesius and Syncellus talk of an
initiation in a temple; both later accounts inform that Ps.-Democritus was not initiated alone,
when the narrator of PM 3 mentions a number of people involved in alchemical practice;
and Synesius also mentions Ps.-Democritus’ learning principles from his master, including
the alchemical formula of the law of sympathy mentioned in the anecdote from PM 3.
Secondly, there may have been a number of reasons for the later authors to have deliberately
omitted some of the details of the original account. They might have simply wanted to
provide a briefer or less personal account of the philosopher’s initiation; or they might have
tried to strip down the story of its most imaginative elements (such as the conjuring up of
the master from Hades and the shocking breaking of the column by itself) under the belief
that they were squeezing the facts out of the legend; or, given the far more Christian
environment in which they were writing, they might have preferred to smooth out the most
overtly pagan embellishments of the story. Thirdly, assuming that PM 3 was indeed an
interpolation, it would be surprising that it does not mention Ostanes as the master, given
the extent to which this storyline seems to be widespread at a later stage by Zosimus’,
Synesius’ and Syncellus’ accounts alike.

In light of the above, one may wonder whether the details of the story that go
unmentioned by the later authors would have been received with the same scepticism if they
had a less imaginative quality. Would scholars raise their brows as vigorously if Ps.-
Democritus’ master had left him a letter instead of having been conjured up from the dead,
or if Ps.-Democritus had casually found the book in the temple library rather than having
witnessed a column mysteriously breaking up by itself to reveal it? Would a corrupt recipe,

instead of an anecdote, be subject to such close scrutiny? While it is ultimately impossible
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to prove whether this passage was or was not an original part of Ps.-Democritus’ book in all
of its details, the result of the debate over its authenticity is a lack of engagement with its
most compelling literary traits. The abruptness with which Ps.-Democritus transitions from
wondrous narrative to dry technical instructions may be awkward, but as the following
chapters will show, this is not an isolated occurrence in alchemical writings.

Another common response to the most outlandish passages of texts left by ancient
alchemists is trying to ‘decode’ them. A classic example is Zosimus’ dream visions, a group
of three texts (Mem. 10-12 — see Chapter IV) where the alchemist narrates bizarre dreams
for which he provides overly vague and succinct technical interpretations during his waking
states in between. On the one hand, many elements of the dreams obviously point to
technical procedures: Zosimus is confronted with an altar in the shape of a phial (the @idin
appears quite often in drawings of alchemical apparatuses and is mentioned by Zosimus
himself);% the phial is filled with boiling water; he sees a “copper man” holding a lead tablet
(Mem. 10 3.61-62). On the other hand, other more puzzling elements — such as the fact that
the copper man asks for each of the people burning alive in the phial to look up with their
mouths open until their uvulas have grown (émtpénwm... tag dyeg (Eyewv) Gvo Koi Ta
oTOHOTA VUMDV AVEDYLEVO E®G GV avénfon 1 oTapuAn dudv, Mem. 10.3 63-67) — have been
seen as more complex encrypted information to be cracked.

However, as Chapter IV demonstrates in more detail, most attempts at decoding
Zosimus’ Memoirs 10-12 showcase great speculations and small rewards. As eloguently put

by Dufault regarding Zosimus’ dream-texts:

15 For drawings of alchemical apparatuses, both from manuscripts and conjectural, see Mertens (1995, pp.
cxiii-clii). Zosimus mentions the gidAn a number of times in Mem. 7 as being on top of the kérotakis (a type
of hot plate, often associated with Maria the Jewess), the precise uses of which are not entirely clear from the
evidence left. Some of the uses of the kerotakis seem to have been heating up substances in low heat and
promoting colour changes on the products treated in it (Mertens, ibid., pp. cxxx-clii).
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Reading his allegories as simple codes for the beliefs he held would force a deductive and
systematic reading onto a form of writing that most evidently avoided the systematisation of
what he called ‘demonstrative reasoning’ (logos apodeiktikos) and which he could also have
used if he wished. Allegorical writing for Zosimus was a careful way of relating different
processes without reducing the phenomena to a single and coherent system of explanation.
(Dufault, 2015, p. 243)

However helpful these scholars’ associations between the dreams’ images and technical
procedures are, there is an undeniable limit to them. One would be downplaying the
allegorical issue in Zosimus by saying that “some of the most allegorical writings (...) can
be sensitively ‘decoded’ and the chemical effects reproduced in a modern laboratory”
(Newman & Principe, 2001, p. 406). While Newman and Principe’s statement concerns
early modern alchemy, it is certainly not this simple with ancient alchemy. For this period
in time, it is sometimes impossible for the modern reader to identify even substances referred
to straightforwardly; when this is possible, the substances “pouvaient contenir des impuretés
modifiant le résultat final de la reaction” (Mertens, 1983-4, p. 117 and Halleux, 1981, p. 33).
If one can only speculate about what ancient practitioners were really doing when their
experiments are presented fairly descriptively, one cannot assume that each element of
Zosimus’ dreams can be broken down to steps for technical procedures.

This is not to say that attempts at ‘decoding’ Zosimus’ writings are ultimately
pointless, but rather that an exaggerated focus on looking for what may be lying behind the
language overlooks what is at the language’s surface: Zosimus was a craftsman and a
creative writer. This also seems true of the anonymous authors of the other works analysed
in the following. In fact, the coexistence of these two aspects seems to be one of the reasons
why these authors have left such a confounding legacy, where the lines between fact and
fiction get quite blurry. If a recipe from the Stockholm papyrus, on the one hand, advises
the reader to keep a recipe secret because of its exceptional beauty (tpet dandxpveov

npaypo. EoTy yap kai evavonc vmepPori), P. Holm. 106.727-729), the narrative of the Letter
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from Isis to Horus, on the other hand, embellishes the advice of secrecy by making it come
from a mysterious angel who teaches the goddess Isis the mysteries of the preparation of
gold and silver (see Chapter I). An approach solely invested in ‘unmasking’ the technician
behind these writings’ inventiveness resists to engage with their weirdness, and as a result
underappreciates their literary achievements. The following chapters try to take a close look
at these works as elaborate, multi-faceted compositions, and will hopefully convince the

reader that they are more than just instructional pamphlets in disguise.

The textual tradition

(1) The papyri

The two extant alchemical papyri that are known to us have already been mentioned: the
Leiden and the Stockholm papyri (P. Leid. X and P. Holm., respectively). Their place of
origin is uncertain, but the earliest publications of the former claim, “sans doute d’apres les
registres d’inventaire” (Halleux, 1981, p. 5), that the Leiden papyrus originates from
Egyptian Thebes. As both the Leiden and Stockholm papyri belong to the same collection,
and their handwriting suggests that they were written by the same scribe or group of scribes
(Lagercrantz, 1913, p. 51; see Halleux, 1981, p. 9), it is assumed that P. Holm would
originate from Thebes as well. The date of these papyri is difficult to infer on the basis of
their calligraphy, as their “beautiful uncial” is atypical (Halleux, ibid., p. 22). Scholars have
made slightly different cases spanning from the late third to the late fourth centuries CE
(ibid., p. 22). Based on the facts that the Stockholm papyrus mentions Julius Africanus’
Keotoi (230 CE) and that the frequent use of the term ‘unmarked silver’ (donuog) to denote

silver in the Leiden papyrus may be “une précaution a 1’égard de la 1égislation sur la fausse
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monnaie, qui est renforcée au début du IVesiecle” (ibid., p. 23), Halleux argues that they
both date from the time of Constantine.

As previously mentioned, these papyri are quite different from the material to be
focussed on in the present thesis; they do, however, belong together in a broader context.
Although the specifically Theban provenance of these compositions cannot be confirmed,’

their orthographic mistakes are indicative of an Egyptian provenance:

En fait, la plus grande partie de ces confusions provient des habitudes phonétiques du grec
parlé en Egypte a I’époque romaine. Elles sont abondamment attestés dans les papyrus
documentaires: iotacisme (confusions €, 1, 1, v, ot), étacisme (&, 1, at), confusion entre bréve
et longue (o0, ®), entre simple et géminée (o, o), entre sourde et sonore (k, ), voyelles
d’anaptyxe. (Halleux, 1981, pp. 12-13)

The subsequent investigation of the alchemical writings here selected points to a similar
Greek-speaking Egyptian background. Furthermore, the technical, hands-on recipe style of
these papyri also appears towards the end of the otherwise predominantly literary Letter
from Isis to Horus, discussed in Chapter I, and Zosimus’ Memoir 10 (whose author may in
fact be a contemporary of these papyri), discussed in Chapter V.

Despite the unambiguously technical focus of the Leiden and Stockholm papyri
standing in stark contrast to the narrative, literary focus of the alchemical works here
addressed, they are not entirely detached from this phenomenon. Firstly, these papyri’s
predominant interest in recipes relating to gold, silver, stones, and dyes is the same that

features in Ps.-Democritus’ works, which do make room for narrative and rhetorically

18 For a codicological description and more detailed analysis of the hand(s) of both papyri, see Halleux (1981,
pp. 6-12). See also Lippmann (1919-1954, vol. 1, pp. 1-27) and Lagercrantz (1913 — Stockholm papyrus only).
17 Cf. Dosoo (2016) for a recent and thorough analysis of the hypothesis that these and other papyri form the
so-called ‘“Theban Magical Library’.

29



elaborate moments.*® In fact, one recipe from the Stockholm papyrus is explicitly attributed
to Democritus (P. Holm. 2; see Martelli, 2013, p. 6): the papyri do not seem have derived
their recipes from recipe-only books. Secondly, these papyri also happen to be codices, a
form normally used for literary texts (Halleux, 1981, p. 27). Although the codex form could
be justified from a practical standpoint because it would allow easier access to the recipes
by a practitioner at work (ibid.), these papyri “ne portent aucune trace d’un frequent usage.
(...) Ce sont des copies de biblioteque” (ibid.).1° Thirdly, as briefly mentioned above (see
Chapter | for more details), these papyri seem to be by the same hand behind PGM 13. The
subsequent chapters will demonstrate that magic and the alchemical works here analysed
often cross paths. In short, the Leiden and Stockholm papyri reveal more of the context

which informs the literary choices of the texts here addressed than may at first appear.

(if) The main manuscripts

Apart from the Leiden and Stockholm papyri, one must turn to the Byzantine anthologies
for ancient alchemical literature. Its textual transmission is known for having been erratic:
many of these works have been epitomised throughout history (Martelli, 2013, pp. 1-2), and
some of them present considerable variations from manuscript to manuscript. What follows
is a general introduction to the main manuscripts through which the texts selected in this
thesis have been transmitted; some specific transmission issues, when relevant, are
discussed within the chapters themselves.?® A much more thorough analysis of these and

many more manuscripts can be found in the extensive CMAG.

18 See above and PM 15-16, where Ps.-Democritus makes an exalted eulogy of nature, followed by a short but
exasperated speech against certain craftspeople.

19 See Martelli (2011), who demonstrates a lack of clear evidence about the places where early alchemists
would carry out their procedures in comparison to the considerable amount of references to what he calls the
““intellectual side’ of alchemy” (ibid., p. 310), in particular the consultation of books. He draws attention to
the fact that the Leiden and Stockholm papyri never make any mention of the kind of space where their recipes
would have been put into practice (ibid., pp. 280-281).

20 The following discussion of the main manuscripts is entirely based on Mertens (1995, pp. xxii-xliii).
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Marcianus graecus 299 (M), which dates from the tenth-eleventh century, is the
earliest extant manuscript containing alchemical works. This manuscript has two
characteristics that affect some of the texts here addressed. One of them is that the
manuscript has suffered many changes throughout the years: M has been reassembled in a
disorderly way at some point, and numerous gatherings and some folios are missing
(Mertens, 1995, pp. xxii-xxiii). This is evident from the inconsistencies between the
manuscript’s table of contents and the material that follows it (ibid. with further
bibliography). Another characteristic is that M has two versions of Zosimus’ Memoirs (ibid.,
p. xlix); 1 follow Mertens in referring to one of these versions as M”, and to the rest of the
manuscript as M (ibid., where one can find a summary of and speculations about these
variations). Of the writings here discussed, this manuscript has Cleopatra, Zosimus’ On the
Letter Omega (only in M”) and Mem. 10 (in M & first paragraph only in M”).

Parisinus graecus 2325 (B), which dates from the thirteenth century, is the earliest
of the Parisian family of manuscripts (Mertens, 1995, p. xxix). This manuscript is badly
preserved: the ink is faded at several places, and some folios have holes in them (ibid., p.
xxx). Although a lot of the content of B matches that of M, B tends to focus more on
technical aspects (ibid.), leading Mertens to suppose that B was probably composed as a
“manuel d’atelier” (ibid.). Not surprisingly, then, this is the manuscript that features the least
amount of material with which the present thesis is concerned: it contains only the first
paragraph of Zosimus’ Memoir 10.

Finally, Parisinus graecus 2327 (A) is the only manuscript here addressed that can
be traced back to a specific date. A colophon informs that it was copied in Crete by a certain
Theodoros Pelecanos in June of 1478 (see Mertens, 1995, p. xxxii, who quotes the colophon
and provides detailed contextualisation). Mertens proposes that A has a common source to

B, but discards the possibility of the former being a copy of the latter (ibid., p. xxxvii). This
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manuscript features all the alchemical writings investigated in the subsequent chapters apart

from Zosimus’ On the Letter Omega.
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Chapter One

The Letter from Isis to Horus

La singularité de [’ceuvre se marque aussi

dans son contenu mythologique. La figure d’Isis,
I"angélologie scabreuse, le mécanisme de la
révélation, ne correspondent pas aux traditions
communes. Il aura fallu une longue et patiente enquéte
dans les littératures ésotériques pour en découvrir
traces et allusions.

Michéle Mertens (1983-4), p. iv.

1.1) The Text

(i) Dating, transmission, overview

Halleux (1979, p. 61) lists this very peculiar text together with the Dialogue of the
Philosophers and Cleopatra (Chapter 1) among the earliest extant alchemical texts — i.e.
the ones which would have been written sometime before those by Zosimus of Panopolis
(late third/early fourth century CE) and after those by Ps.-Democritus (second half of the
first century CE; see Martelli, 2013, pp. 29-30). Halleux does not elaborate much on his
reasons for such dating, claiming that “on se trouve (...) réduit au jeu des citations croisées
a I’intérieur du Corpus” (Halleux, 1979, p. 61). In her Master’s dissertation on the Letter
from Isis to Horus (the most recent and reliable edition and translation of the text, as well as
its most extensive study), Mertens (1983-4, pp. 124-126) offers more precise evidence for
the timeframe proposed by Halleux. She argues for a handful of allusions to Ps.-Democritus’
Natural and Secret Questions in the second half of the Letter from Isis to Horus (see
Mertens, 1983-4, pp. 113-116) that amounts to a fairly convincing terminus post quem. As

a terminus ante quem, she follows Festugiére (RHT 1:256) in mentioning a Zosimus
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quotation in Syncellus (Chron. 24) with striking echoes of the story Isis tells in the first half
of the text (see 1.2 below).

It is also Mertens (1983-4, pp. 2-25) who provides the most detailed account of the
textual transmission of the Letter from Isis to Horus (hereafter Isis to Horus), including a
stemma (ibid., p. 25). The text is known to have been transmitted in seventeen manuscripts
dating from the late fifteenth up to the nineteenth century, out of which Mertens had access
to thirteen (ibid., pp. 3-6). These are divided into two families “d’importance et de valeur
fort inégales” (ibid., p. 7), both of which probably have A (Parisinus 2327 — see
Introduction) as the earliest extant specimen. The first family (excluding A) has nine
manuscripts, while the second, much smaller family consists only of Parisini Graeci 2250
(La) and 2329 (E) — the former derives directly from the latter (ibid., p. 23). As for E, its
comparison with A provides ambiguous evidence: while the majority of E’s writings seem
connected to A, the scribe seems to have left several blank pages that were filled with later
additions, among which is a very different version of Isis to Horus (ibid.). Mertens (ibid.,
pp. 23-24) considers these differences to be corrections and improvements “dont devait étre
capable un humaniste du XVlle siecle désespérant de comprendre le texte de A (rempli, il
faut le reconnaitre, de bizarreries et d’incohérences) et désireux d’en donner une version
claire et intelligible”.

Below is a summary of what takes place in Isis to Horus:

8 1: Isistells Horus that, as he was about to leave in order to contend against Typhon,
she spent a long time in Hormanouthis in Egypt.

8 2: While in Hormanouthis, Isis is visited by an angel who desires her sexually.
Isis resists him and mentions her interest in learning the preparation of gold and silver. The
angel says that a more important angel, called Amnael, would come the next day in order to

bring a solution to her search regarding these things.
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8 3-6.1: Amnael comes down and also desires Isis, who again refuses to yield until
he reveals to Isis her searched-for mysteries. After revealing the mysteries, he declares a
series of adjurations. Amnael asks Isis to communicate these things to no one except a
beloved and legitimate son.

8 6.2-7: Isis instructs Horus to observe and learn from the farmer Acharas that “one
sows what one reaps”, a statement that Isis tautologically rephrases.

8§ 8: Those who were illuminated by these statements achieved their goal. This, Isis
says, is the mystery made manifest.

8 9-17: The actual recipes start, with the description of ingredients, quantities, and

procedures.

The letter can be divided roughly into two parts. While § 1-8 is an earnest,
atmospheric account of how the transmission of alchemical knowledge from Amnael to Isis
took place, 8 9-17 predominantly consists of flat and down-to-earth instructions on technical
procedures. The division of both parts is quite balanced (eight paragraphs for the first and
nine for the second), assigning equal importance to the more literary portrayal of how
alchemical knowledge is attained and to more practical aspects of alchemical knowledge
itself. After discussing the text’s use of the epistolary form and providing a close reading
mainly of its first half, the present chapter argues that the literary features of Isis to Horus
are not only given as much prominence as its technical ones, but also that these same literary

features can be linked with some of the technical concerns of alchemy.
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(if) The epistolary form
The following tries to answer the following questions: 1) why a letter? and 2) why a letter
from Isis to Horus? The addressing of these two questions is interwoven with a third, more

intriguing one: what is distinctive about the use of this form in Isis to Horus?

As for the first question, tradition shows that the use of the epistolary form for the
transmission of alchemical knowledge from parent to child can be an unsurprising, if not
underwhelming choice. Letters tend to be seen as facilitators of communication (Morello &
Morrison, 2007, p. vi) and “associated with a relatively simple communication style” (ibid.),
and thus have been widely used for the transmission of knowledge in general, be it
philosophical, scientific, or technical.?* Parental relationships often appear in ancient letters
as well (e.g. the elder Cato and his son Marcus, Cic. Off. 1.37),22 alongside the relationship
between teacher and pupil (e.g. Seneca and Lucilius). “The differences in power,
competence, or technical expertise which can be dramatized in such role-playing”, Morello
and Morrison argue, “make the letter form especially suited for the transmission of
knowledge (...), and (...) one of the strongest affinities of the epistle is with a variety of
didactic traditions” (ibid.). This is particularly true towards the second half of Isis to Horus,
where the language of learning (udfe avtod... pabng, Isis to Horus 6.2.45-46) and
instructing (N.B. the astounding number of imperatives from Isis to Horus 6.2 onwards) is

quite noticeable.

However much Isis to Horus fits the above in staging knowledge transmission and a
parental relationship, there are at least two aspects of this composition that make it stand out

among other ancient letters. The first is that Isis to Horus challenges the association between

2L For epistolarity and scientific/technical knowledge (especially medicine), see Langslow (2007).
22 Also Philip and Alexander (Cic. Off. 2.48) and Antigonus and Philip (Cic. Off. 2.53). See Gibson & Morrison
(2007).
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letters and a simple and easy style. The revelatory part of Isis to Horus, as will be
demonstrated shortly, is complex and abstruse to the point that, were it not for its second
half, the choice of the epistolary form would go from predictable to nearly mystifying. To
the counterargument that this could be justified by the not uncommon phenomenon of
“letters serving as dedications, or prefaces, separate from the principal work that follows”
(Langslow in Morello & Morrison, 2007, p. 215),% it should be considered that even the
most technical moments of Isis to Horus contain rather vague and bewildering statements,
such as “reflect, child, upon the mystery of the widow’s drug” (vofjcov obv 10 HuGTHpIOV,
TEKVOV, TOD Qapudkov Tig ynpog, Isis to Horus 16.2.115-16) and the already mentioned
alchemical formula “for nature delights in nature, and nature conquers nature” (1 yop @¥OG1g

0 poet Tépreton Koi 1 oI v evoy vikd, Isis to Horus 7.2.54-5).24

The second aspect that makes Isis to Horus quite different from other instances of
ancient letters is the unique casting of sender and recipient. While parental relationships are
quite common in epistolary literature, Isis to Horus seems to be the only surviving instance
in antiquity of a letter that is written as sent from one god to another.?® This brings us to the
second question: why a letter from Isis to Horus? The answer lies in the Hermetic tradition:
there are five texts in the Corpus Hermeticum that depict knowledge transmission from Isis

to Horus (CH 23-27). Festugiére was the first to make the connection between these and the

23 And Isis indeed calls the tale of her revelation a preface: tadta, Tékvov, Sid mpooipov dknromg, vvéncov
00TV SNV dnuovpyiav te Kai yévvnotv... (Isis to Horus 7.1.48-50). For prefaces, prologues, and proems of
technical/scientific works, see Santini & Scivoletto (1990-1998).

2 See Introduction (esp. n. 9) & Mertens (1983-4, pp. 113-115).

% However, there is a mention of a letter from Isis to a prince warrior named Arianes in a first-century CE
Oxyrhynchus papyrus (P. Oxy. 5481, edited by Professors Peter J. Parsons and Lucia Prauscello in Gonis et
al., 2020, pp. 18-29). The narrative in the papyrus also mentions the conflict with Typhon referred to in Isis to
Horus and seems to mention Joseph (or “Oseph”; the reading is uncertain) — there are biblical themes in Isis
to Horus to be discussed in the present chapter. These thematic links between the two writings, however loose,
might suggest that Isis to Horus belongs to larger narrative clusters circulating in Egypt in the first centuries
of the Common Era. Many thanks to Prof. Prauscello for a stimulating presentation about this papyrus at the
Research Seminar on Greek fragmentary texts (Classics Faculty, University of Oxford - Michaelmas
Term/2020) and for subsequent interactions about the edition.
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letter, including Isis to Horus in a group of texts that became known as the “technical
Hermetica”.?® Even though Hermes is not given any particular emphasis in the epistle itself
(he is mentioned just once and alongside many other divine and semi-divine figures adjured
in an oath, Isis to Horus 5.2.36-37), Festugiére confidently claims that it “peut étre rapporté
a Hermés avec certitude” (RHT 1:241). His statement is based not only on how “la tradition
hermétique (...) met en scéne Isis enseignant son fils” (RHT 1:254), but also on how
Zosimus attributes an instruction very similar to one from Isis to Horus (ropel@mv odv
OKOTNGOV Kol EpAOTNGOV AYapav TOV Ye®PYOV... Kol uabng 6 oneipmv 1OV 6itov 6itov Kol
Oepioet, Isis to Horus 6.2.44-47) to Hermes (Epufjv Aéyovto- Anehbe mpoc Ayadap tov
vewpydv, Kai pabnon og 0 oneipov citov oitov yevv@, CAAG Gr. 89.9-10; see Mertens,
1983-4, p. 112). How these and other links with Hermetism can inform us about the
presentation of alchemical knowledge and its transmission in Isis to Horus and beyond is a
much bigger question, one that is addressed separately below (see 1.2). For the moment, it
suffices to say that alchemy seems quite invested in portraying itself as more than a merely

technical field.

Yet the transmission of knowledge from Isis to Horus in the Hermetic Corpus is
always conveyed as a dialogue — a form not alien to alchemical literature (see Chapter Il on
the Dialogue of the Philosophers and Cleopatra). This brings us back to the first question,
but from a new angle: why a letter over a dialogue??’ This may be due to another effect a
letter can have on the reader, one that Morello and Morrison have called “eavesdropping”
(ibid., p. vi): reading something in letter form may cause readers to feel as if they were

entering a private world. The epistle has an intrinsic advantage over the dialogue in this

% These assorted texts are collected in the first volume of his monumental La Révélation d’Hermés Trismégiste
(1944-1954 = RHT). Unlike the philosophical Hermetica, there is no concrete evidence that the technical ones
circulated as a collection in antiquity (see Fowden, 1993, pp. 1-4).

27 Both forms have been associated since ancient times, e.g. Artemon ap. Demetr. Eloc. 223 (see Bishop, 2018,
p. 228).

38



regard. While a fictional dialogue recreates, in written form, an act of communication that
would have originally occurred in person, in a different place and time, a fictional letter
reproduces the actual written medium through which the act of communication would have
taken place: the illusion of ‘breaking into’ one’s world is much stronger. This effect fits
perfectly with the aura of secrecy created in the revelatory section of Isis to Horus: Amnael
instructs Isis to transmit his secrets to Horus and no one else (Isis to Horus 6.1), and yet the

letter gives the reader a chance to take a peek.

The epistolary topos that opens Isis to Horus can be illustrative in that regard. Isis
starts the letter by mentioning the separation between her recipient and herself, saying that
Horus was on the verge of contending with Typhon (uéAAovtog... én’ dnictov Tvedvog
uéyne katayovicacOar, Isis to Horus 1.1.1-3)%2 while she was close to Hormanouthis in
Egypt (yevapévng pov (mpoc) Oppavovudi, (...) iepdg téxvng Aiyvmtov, Isis to Horus 1.1.3-
4). The casual ‘myth-dropping’ of Horus’ revenge for his father’s death has an interesting
double-edged effect: while it gives the text the more ‘relaxed’ tone often found in letters, it
makes it clear that the interaction in question is an exchange between gods invested in god-
related businesses. The fact that a big mythological event is talked about almost as if it were
an errand to be run enhances the “eavesdropping” effect allowed by the letter form: the

remote, grandiose world of gods suddenly becomes intimate, almost pedestrian.

A contrast emerges: while the letter form gives the reader a chance to spy on the
businesses of gods, Isis’ convoluted and disorienting narrative, as well as some of her
instructions, might make the contents of the letter seem impenetrable. This contrast relates

to an important argument of the present thesis, namely that one of the most distinct features

28 prof. Hutchinson observes that an object is expected for kotoyovicacdat, and that the use of éri with the
genitive is unexpected here; he suggests the emendation i {(t@1 oV d)motov Tvedva uaynt kataywvicocdot
as a possibility. For nepi, see Luc. VH 2.22.
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of early alchemical texts is that they create an environment where the reader is constantly
teased by the giving and withholding of information. Enough is provided for one to be lured
into the realm of alchemical knowledge, but not enough for one’s sense of search to be
immediately satisfied. Indeed, a prolonging of this sense of search is part of how the
revelatory experience is described by Isis herself: she needs to deny the sexual advances of
the first angel, wait for the second one to arrive the next day, deny the sexual advances of
the second one, to only then be offered the revelation of the searched-for mysteries of
preparing gold and silver (trv t@v {nrovpévav pootmpiov tapadooty, Isis to Horus 4.29-

30).

Hopefully the above answers the proposed questions successfully. On the one hand,
the letter form is a rather conventional choice for staging the transmission of many
knowledge forms. Isis to Horus is anything but innovative in portraying a parental, didactic
relationship in an epistle. Furthermore, the text gives the impression of an awareness of the
epistolary tradition in which it is inserted by using the topos of the separation between sender
and recipient, and by describing its first, non-technical half as a preface. On the other hand,
Isis to Horus confounds expectations by how, to put it simply, it is at times very hard to
follow: there is a strange vagueness and complexity even in its much more straightforward
second half. It is also very peculiar in having Isis and Horus as sender and recipient — a nod
to Hermetism that deserves special attention (see 1.2 below). Yet the very choice of the letter
form is a twist in the Hermetic model, which always stages the communication between Isis
and Horus as a dialogue. The advantages of this shift show that the epistle is a convenient
medium for Isis to Horus to bring out tensions alchemical texts always build: it enhances a
mysterious atmosphere by telling a tale of knowledge that should be transmitted to Horus
and Horus alone — knowledge to which the reader feels privileged to be given access. Isis to

Horus achieves this “cavesdropping” effect that letters facilitate in a very specific way: by
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mixing unpretentious, informative passages with others that are self-important yet cryptic,

one is seduced to listen harder.

(iii) Close reading

The mixture of convention and singularity one notices in the letter’s use of the epistolary
form will prove to be a recurring theme throughout the present analysis of Isis to Horus. The
letter’s artifice seems to lie in a quirky reworking and combining of themes that, as 1.2
below argues, may have been familiar in its milieu. While one could argue that it would be
more profitable to have the context preceding and thus informing the close reading, analyses
of specific early alchemical works have often been dissolved in a large pool of context where
one can hardly see them for themselves anymore. Therefore, each chapter of the present
thesis starts with the closest engagement possible with the text as it unfolds, bringing in a
moderate number of external references when they prove to be relevant tools for an
immediate interpretation of the primary material, and only later ponders on the text’s

relationship with its larger cultural and literary environment.

The beginning of the letter already contains this amusing combination of more and
less usual elements. On the one hand, Isis is described as a prophetess (‘Ioig Tpoofitic T®
vi® Opw, Isis to Horus 1.1.1), a term not known to have been applied to the Egyptian
goddess elsewhere.?® On the other hand, Mertens (1983-4, p. 55) observes that variations of
the term are at times used in reference to specialists “in the occult sciences” and notably by

alchemists to refer to themselves and their knowledge (ibid., pp. 55-56).3° While this is

2% Mertens (1983-4, p. 54) refers to the catalogue of Isis’ epithets in Dunand (1973, vol. 3, pp. 337-340).
30" She mentions that Ps.-Democritus uses cupmpoofiton (PM 15.155); that Zosimus says that Ps.-Democritus
and the ancient alchemists “hold first place in the prophetic domain” (t& npwteia &v mpogntiki, CAAG Gr.
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undeniably at play here, the fact that Isis is just about to have knowledge revealed to her by
an angel shows that there is more to the use of Tpo@ftic than just a convention of the field:
there is the additional effect of giving a scriptural flavour to the revelation framed within

the Hermetic-sounding transmission of knowledge from Isis to Horus.3!

What immediately follows, however, is full of pagan references. Isis’ mention that
Horus is about to fight Typhon for his father’s throne reminds one of Zeus’ battle against
the same monster (Hes. Th. 820-885) that resulted in Zeus reigning over the gods.*? Yet the
reference is much more accurately explained by the identification between Typhon and
Seth,® the brother and murderer of Horus’ father, Osiris — an identification that thrived
“above all in the Greek Magical Papyri” (Ogden, 2013, p. 78).34 Sometimes they are
mentioned side by side (e.g. PGM 3.87 and 14.20), at other times completely assimilated:
this is the case of the fourth-century papyrus that also mentions the quarrel between Horus
and the “godless Typhon™: “I am Horos the Great, (...) son of Osiris and Isis. I want to flee
the godless Typhon” (£y® ipt "Opoc 6 péyoc... Hidg Tod Ooipeng kai tfig "Io1doc. Bovropat
8¢ Quyely tov @bgov Tvedva (PGM 36.317-319 — N.B. anictov Tvepdvog in Isis to Horus

1.1.2).3

This combination of elements is placed in a setting that is familiar and unfamiliar at

once. While Horus was busy revenging his father’s murder, Isis arrived near Hormanouthis,

240); that the “whitening has become an object of worship on the part of every prophet” (1] Aevkwoig cefacpio
véyove movtog mpopritov, CAAG Gr. 114). See also Mertens (1989a).

31| do not use ‘scriptural’ here “in the narrow sense of a closed canonical collection” (Meyer & Pagels in
Meyer, 2007, p. 1), but “in the broader sense of texts composed, read, translated, and copied as books
recognized as inspired — and inspiring — for those seeking God” (ibid.).

32 Interestingly, the aftermath of the battle between Zeus and Typhon is described with two metallurgy similes:
part of the earth melted like tin or iron (see Hes. Th. 861-866).

33 From at least the classical period (Hecat. FGrHist 1 F 300 = Hdt. 2.144.2; EGM 2:28); see also Pachoumi
(2017, p. 143, esp. n. 439).

34 For the magical papyri here mentioned with relation to Typhon-Seth, see Pachoumi (2017, pp. 143-150).

% See suggested emendation in n. 28. However, Prof. Hutchinson observes that émictog might be too weak for
the context of physical combat.
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the place of (?) “the sacred art (i.e. alchemy) of Egypt” (yevapévng pov (mpog) Opuavovdi,
(...) iepaic téyvng Aiyodmrov, Isis to Horus 1.1.3-4),% a location not attested anywhere else
and over which much ink has been spilled with little success.®” The possibility that the place
is deliberately fictitious or obscure should not be discarded: the places of origin of
revelations are often “savage and remote” (Scopello in Meyer, 2007, p. 313) and even
imaginary, like the mountain of Jericho in the Revelation of Paul from the Nag Hammadi
Codices (NHC 5.2; see Scopello in Meyer, 2007, p. 313). The anonymous author did make
sure, however, that Hormanouthis was set in Egypt: an obvious setting not only for the
Egyptian goddess, but also for one among the wpogfjton to practice the sacred art of alchemy

(see Introduction).

It is appropriate for an art described as “sacred” to be associated with sacred beings.

Isis’ first encounter with an angel is described as follows:

KaTo O TNV TOV KOpAOV TopaydpNoty Kol TNV TG SQUpIKig KIV|oE®S dvayKaioy eopav,
CUVEPT TvaL TGV &V T® TPOTY oTEPEDOUATL dTplPovimy, Eva TV dyyélmv, Gvmbev
émbempnoavtd pe, PovAndijvar tig mpog €ue piemg Kowaviav motfjoat. OdcavTog 08
adtod Kol gig TodTo yiyveoHal péAlovtog, 00K Enétpenov £ym, Tuvlavesbatl Boviouévn v
ToD ¥pLGOD Kol APYVPOV KOTAGKEVTV.

guod 8¢ Todto 0TH Epmtnodiong, (ovk) Epn 6 avTdc® dpiécOu mepi Todto EEeimely, S10 TV
TV pootnpiov vrepPoiny, i 8¢ £Efg Nuépa mapayiyvesBor tov Tovtov peilova dyyelov

3% Opuavovdi, (...) iepdg téyvng Aiydmrov (lIsis to Horus 1.1.4); the term ruling the genitive is missing
(Mertens, 1983-4, p. 56), but is probably “un terme comme « ville », « haut lieu », « métropole », « capitale »
de l’art sacré d’Egypte” (ibid.). See apparatus in Mertens (ibid., p. 128), who leaves a lacuna in the Greek and
suggests “haut lieu” (with a question mark) in her translation.

37 As Mertens (1983-4, pp. 56-58) explains, Reitzenstein (1904, p. 141 n. 3) corrects the name to Qppoyovdi,
which he translates as “Horus vor Edfu”, a city that would have been referred to as Apollinopolis
(AmoMwvomoic) and that could then be connected with an Amdlevog listed among Egyptian cities where
metallurgical activities would take place (CAAG Gr. 26): too much explaining is required for an emendation
that, just like the original ‘Oppovov8i, is not found elsewhere (see Mertens, 1983-4, p. 57, who adds that the
transposing of the phonetic components of “Horus from Edfu” from Egyptian to Greek would not work with
Reitzenstein’s proposition either). Berthelot & Ruelle, in turn, maintain Oppoavoudi in the Greek (CAAG Gr.
29) but translate the term as “Hermonthis” without further explanation. Mertens (ibid., p. 58) considers it
unlikely that the well-known ‘Eppdvoig would have been so bizarrely transcribed. Finally, Mertens (ibid., pp.
58-59) makes learned investigations of two other possibilities, but considering neither of them to be fully
satisfactory, settles for the feminine ‘Opuavov6ig and thus interprets the word to be in the dative.

3 Prof. Hutchinson observes that 6 could be deleted, or that the passage could be read alternatively:
Epwtnodong, £pn o(OK) adtoc... (e.g. App. BC 4.43: £pn 00 1dV Topdviev otiypdtov aicOdvesot pdiiov 1j
LVILLOVEVELY).

43



Apvonl, kakeivov ikovov eivon epi thg Toutov (Nthoeng énilvcty Tomcacat: EAeyev 88
nepl onpeiov avTod Exev avTOV Eml TG KEPUATNG, Kol Emdeikvuchol KepAUOV ATIGGMTOV
Bdatog drovyodc mAfipec: EPovAeto 10 dAn0eg Aéyewv. (Isisto Horus 1.2 - 2.2)

And in the course of the succession of the seasons and the inexorable course of the spherical
movement, it came to pass that one of the angels that resided in the first firmament, having
watched me from above, desired to get together with me. He made the first move and was
going to proceed to this business, but I would not yield, wishing to learn the preparation of
gold and silver. And after | asked him this, he said that he did not want to talk about this
himself, given the greatness of the mysteries, and that on the next day the angel Amnael,
mightier than him, would come, and that he would be up to providing an explanation about

the investigation of these things. He told me about the sign he had on his head,* and that he
would display an unpitched vessel full of translucent water. He wanted to speak the truth.

There is a complex mixture of elements here. The arrival of the angel seems to rely on the
astrological notion of the katapyai, according to which certain actions should be performed
when certain celestial bodies are at a certain position (Mertens, 1983-4, p. 71).4 The
knowledge Isis seeks is technical (trv ToD ypvcod kai dpyvpov katackevnv), but her search
for this knowledge is described as inquisitive and nearly intellectual (mvvOdavesOan,
gpwtodong, mepi T TovTmV (ntoemg nilvoty momoacOat). The term used for how the
angel noticed Isis (émbswproavtd, Isis to Horus 1.2.9) indicates a similarly invested mind
(the term can also be applied to astrological observations),** but ultimately reveals sexual
desire (BovAndjvar thc mpog due piewe kowvaviav morfjoon (Isis to Horus 1.2.9-10).42 The

reference to mysteries, in turn, adds a spiritual dimension to the narrative.

The language used to express the angel’s desire for Isis (fovAn6fjvar thig mpog €

uiemc kowvwviav motfjoat) may express this very combination of elements. The word pi&ig

39 Although the context suggests “his”, there is no relative pronoun in the Greek. Prof. Hutchinson observes
that there might be some issues with the construction as a whole, as avtod seems like an odd occurrence here.
He suggests the possible emendation onueiov- Todto (or avto, which could come first in less highbrow Greek)
Exev avToOV €Ml TG KEPUATIC.

40 Mertens refers to Bouché-Leclercq (1899, pp. 458-486), who indicates Hesiod as the cradle of the belief of
favourable/unfavourable days (ibid., p. 459; Hes. Op. 479-492). In his scholia to the Works and Days, Proclus
says that Hesiod, by revelation of the muses or the Egyptians, used astrology without either knowing it or
confessing it (ibid.).

41 .SJ mentions Vett. Vall. 44.31; Gal. 19.541.

42 Both pi€ic and kowmvia can refer to sexual intercourse, and their combined use here reinforces this meaning.
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and other related terms appear in a technical sense six times in the second half of Isis to
Horus:* the language used in Isis’ tale of search for technical knowledge echoes technical
knowledge itself. In terms of the eclectic language used by Isis above (and, as it will be
shown, in the letter as a whole), pi&wc could also be a gentle nod to the very mixture of
technical, intellectual, spiritual, astrological, and magical (see 1.2 below) ‘ingredients’ by
means of which alchemical knowledge is presented in the epistle. Finally, the term could
also be connected with the cultural mixture this odd encounter between an Egyptian goddess
and an angel with a Hebrew-sounding name represents (kowvovia can also have a more

general meaning of ‘association’ and ‘partnership’).

Isis’ need to wait for the second angel who is to bring an explanation for her searches
(ixavov eivar mepi Tiig TovTmV (NTHoeng énilvoty momoacHa, Isis to Horus 1.4.17-18) and
the second angel himself are also described with variegated oddity. While the use of {toig
and érilvoig in the same sentence gives a philosophical flavour to Isis’ interest in alchemical
knowledge, éridvoic is used in 2 Peter 1:20-21 in the context of prophecy: “no prophecy
comes from [the prophets’] own explanation of scripture, (...) but being carried by the Holy
Spirit, humans spoke from God” (méca Tpoenteia ypaeiic idiag EmAvcemg ov yiverat, (...)
aAAG VO TTvevpotog ayiov @epopevol EMdAnoav amd Oeobd dvOpwmotr). And, being the
prophetess that she is (at least here), Isis is to receive alchemical knowledge from a figure
that could be seen as a messenger of God: Amnael. The name certainly has scriptural
undertones, but it is not mentioned anywhere in or out of scripture.** Likewise, the way in
which Amnael is described as having “a sign on his head” (onueiov avtod Exev avtov émi
TG KepaAg, Isis to Horus 2.1.19-20 — see n. 39) and “an unpitched vessel full of translucent

water” (kepdpuov anicomtov Hdatog davyodg mAfipeg, 2.1.20-21) is quite peculiar.

3 nikig (9.2.67 and 10.1.72), cvpui&ag (9.3.70), cuvevedij (11.2.90), and piov (12.2.95 and 14.1.105).
4 The only other known occurrence of the name seems to be a much later one, in a nineteenth-century
Ethiopian collection of magical prayers (P. Abbad. 107, fol. 8b) — see Mertens (1989b, pp. 389 and 396 n. 33).
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Mertens argues that Amnael’s distinctive attributes are related to cultic activities in
Isis’ honour. The sign would be a deliberate tattoo or scar, typical of Isis’ adepts in cult
(1983-4, p. 86); the vessel would refer to the hydra that was carried in her procession (ibid.,
p. 87).%5 While there is enough textual and visual evidence of water containers being carried
in Isis-related cultic activities,*® Mertens’s argument for the tattoo/scar on the head is
slightly harder to sustain. It seems to rely mostly on an article by Babelon (1941) that
investigates a scarred bust from the Cabinet des Médailles (Bibliothéque nationale de
France) and a number of others that had been identified with Scipio Africanus, arguing that
in truth these would be priests of Isis. This discussion has a long history, and will be

summarised in the following.*’

Images of bald men have been identified as Scipio Africanus since at least the
sixteenth century due to a passage in Pliny (primus omnium radi cotidie instituit Africanus
sequens, Nat. 7.59; Queyrel & Veymiers, 2018, p. 387 n. 12). The associations with scars
came a bit later, as Ennio Quirino Visconti (see Winckelmann 1783, pp. 306-308 apud
Queyrel & Veymiers, 2018) refers to a passage in Servius’ commentary on Virgil (nam
Scipio Africanus, cum esset annorum vix decem et septem patrem suum defendit in bello;
nec cessit nisi viginti septem confossus vulneribus, Aen. 10.800). Bernoulli (1882, pp. 32-60
apud Queyrel & Veymiers, 2018) intelligently questioned both claims,*® and Dennison
(1905 apud Queyrel & Veymiers, 2018) later argued that these portraits’ shaved heads,
together with their cross-shaped marks (“this mark has a religious significance and was

placed upon the head to stamp the individual represented as a devotee or priest of a deity”,

4 See Plut. De Is. et Os. 36, Clem. Alex. Strom. 6.4.37.1, and Ap. Met. 11.11.

46 See n. 45; for visual evidence, see Malaise (1972, p. 234.411 and front pl.; p. 251.3 and pl. 35).

47 My summary of this discussion is entirely based on the scholarship review by Queyrel & Veymiers (2018).
Access to the bibliographical details of Queyrel & Veymiers’s account was not accessible due to the library
closures resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic, and therefore are not mentioned in the final bibliography.
“8 Firstly, one who shaves daily is not necessarily bald; secondly, Servius seems to be the only source to
mention twenty-seven scars, and in fact any scars at all; all portraits, however, contain no more than two scars.
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ibid., p. 36) could only point to priests of Isis. Tempting as this newer identification may be,

facial scars/tattoos do not seem to have ever been connected to Isis’ adepts elsewhere.*?

However, a much closer parallel to the sign on Amnael’s head can be found among
the Greek Magical Papyri. In a dream request from PGM 7.795-845, an angel subordinate
to the sun who is to enter (0 eioepyduevog Gyyehog NAI® VTOTETOKTOL KOL OG DITOTETOYUEVOG
NAio sioépyetan PGM 7.795-799) has a star on his head (£yov dotépa Exhaumpov émi T
keQarile, PGM 7.800 — cf. onugiov avtod &yewv avtov émi Tijg ke@ahijg, Isis to Horus
2.1.19-20). Amnael could also have such a relationship with the sun, as the narrative
mentions that he arrives at the time when the celestial body is halfway through its course
(tod fHAiov péoov dpduov>® morodvrog, Isis to Horus 3.1.22-23), i.e. midday. As Mertens
(1983-1984, p. 75) points out, this time is suggested for the effectiveness of a spell elsewhere
in the magical papyri (Aéye 10 6voua €nt Tod dyyovg €mi Nuépag ' HAlov pHesovpavodVTOG,

PGM 4.762-763).

Itis also possible that Amnael’s unpitched vessel of translucent water could point to
something other than an Isiac cult. Here, one may turn to an account of angelic visitation
not from the Greco-Egyptian magical tradition, but rather from the biblical tradition — and,
in particular, an Egyptian portrayal of it. The story is that of the angel Gabriel visiting Virgin
Mary to announce the birth of Jesus (Luke 1:26-38) as depicted on a piece of silk that
probably originates from Panopolis and dates from around 400 CE (Mcnally, 2002, pp. 145-
146) — compellingly, the same location and approximate date often attributed to the
alchemist Zosimus (cf. Chapter I11). Fittingly known as the ‘Mary Silk’, this textile features,

amongst other images, “one of the first surviving depictions, if not the first, of the

49 Dennison (ibid., p. 39 n. 3 apud Queyrel & VVeymiers, 2018) uses a passage in Tertullian as evidence, but it
is actually about Mithraism (Praesc. 40.3-4).
% pProf. Hutchinson suggests the variant dpopov.
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Annunciation in any form, and of a rare but significant type, the so-called ‘Virgin at the
Spring’” (Mcnally, 2002, p. 152). Mary holds a jar and kneels “toward a curved outline”
(ibid.) — the spring — and “looks back over the shoulder at the angel” (ibid.), behind whom

IS “a crescent moon, a star, and something that is probably another star” (ibid.).

Mcnally argues that the designer of the silk “carefully weighed disparate traditions”
(2002, p. 163), among which the most relevant to the description of Amnael in the epistle
are three. Firstly, of the images near the angel’s head, she points out that “the crescent moon
and stars also appear frequently on all sorts of amulets, including those that invoke the
archangels Michael or Gabriel, familiar figures in Egyptian magic” (ibid., p. 157). Secondly,
Mcnally (ibid., pp. 158-169) argues that the image of chaste Mary kneeling by a spring and
being approached by the angel may be a Christian reworking of (that stands in opposition
to) images of Auge kneeling by a spring and being approached by Heracles, who is about to
rape her (thus undermining Auge’s chastity). Thirdly, the fact that the Annunciation image
of the ‘Mary Silk’ stresses the jar rather than the water is “deviant” (ibid., p. 160), and “may
reflect an Egyptian milieu, in which waterfalls, sacred or otherwise, would be unfamiliar”
(ibid.). In different ways, these peculiar aspects of the story point to a design that “makes
use of some established iconography (...), but also experiments freely and thoughtfully”
(ibid., p. 163), the viewers of which “must have found both assurance and challenge in the

mingling of familiar and unfamiliar” (ibid., pp. 163-164).

One wonders whether the narrative of Isis being visited by Amnael is a similar type
of reworking of the Annunciation scene. This would mean that, in Isis to Horus, Isis replaces
Mary (close links between Isis’ iconography and that of the Virgin Mary have been found
in Egypt — cf. Higgins, 2012), which might partially explain Isis’ refusal of consent to sexual

activity. The depiction of a crescent moon and a star close to the angel’s head in the ‘Mary
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Silk’ and its possible magical associations may strengthen the links between the sign on
Amnael’s head and religiously loose angelic apparitions of the type one finds in the Greco-
Egyptian magical papyri (discussed in more detail in section 1.2 below). Finally, it might be
that Mary’s water jar left the chaste woman’s hands and fell into Amnael’s (the spring edited
out for the sake of the Egyptian landscape — see above), either intentionally to stand in
contrast with the Christian story, or unintentionally as a result of inherited Egyptian
reinterpretations among which the ‘Mary Silk” would exemplify one of many. Although
these are but speculations, the following will show that this experimental, Egyptian-
flavoured mixture of pagan and Judeo-Christian elements will prove to be a prominent trait
not only of Isis to Horus, but of all the alchemical compositions addressed in the present

thesis.

Mightier and holder of more important mysteries than the first angel, Amnael is
portrayed as being just as self-serving. Amnael is seized by the same yearning for Isis, who
resists for the sake of her intellectual pursuit (t@® avt® mepi Eue Anedeig To60w. .. £yd 68 ovy
frTov £ppdvilov mepi TovTeV Epguviy, Isis to Horus, 3.2.24-26) — the chaste behaviour also
suits the goddess turned inquisitive prophetess. Isis’ endurance in resisting Amnael’s
insistent advances is expressed by means of an insistent prolonging of the narrative: as he
took his time, Isis contained Amnael’s desire until such time as he showed the sign on his
head and bounteously and truthfully transmitted Isis’ searched-for mysteries (£yypoviCovtog
0¢ aTOD, OVK £MEGIOOVV E0L TNV, AAL" EmeKpATOLY THG TOVTOL EmBupiag dypig v TO onueiov
10 €mi THg KeQUATg Emdetkvintot Kai v tdv {ntovpévav pootnpiov mopdadosty apddvmg
Kol aAnOdc momontay, Isis to Horus 4.27-31). The higher knowledge is not accessed either
through a witty debate in Platonic style or an elevated encounter with the divine, but quite

unexpectedly through a very palpable and forcible struggle for self-preservation and power.
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To my knowledge, what follows remains a challenge to scholars. Starting from the
mysteries and by way of recommendations and oaths, Amnael spoke (t&v pvotnpiov
Apyeto, xai &ml mapoyyehiag kai Sprovg xymproog Aeyev, Isis to Horus 5.1.32-33)! the

following series of adjurations:

opkilm og €lg 0VpavoV, YTV, PO Kol 6kOTOG: OpKil® ot gig TP Kol VOWP Kol AEpea, Kol YTV
opkilw ot gigc Dyoc odpavod kai yijg kol Taptdpov Paboc: opkilw oe gic ‘Epufv xai
Avoufy, DAayua tod KepPépov, dpdkovta tov evlako: 0pkilm ot &ig T0 mopBueiov ékeivo
kol Ayxépovtog voutilov: opkile og €ig Tag Tpeig Avaykag Kol pdotiyog kol Eipog.

TOVTOIG LE EPOPKICAC, TAPTYYEIAEV PUNOEVI HETAO1OOVAL, E1 LT] LOVOV TEKVE PIA® KOl YWNGi®,
va 1} avTog oV, koi ov avtée. (Isis to Horus 5.2 - 6.1)

I adjure you in the name of the sky, the earth, light and darkness; | adjure you in the name
of fire, water, air and earth; | adjure you in the name of the height of the sky and the earth
and of Tartatus’ depth; | adjure you in the name of Hermes and Anubis, of the bark of
Cerberos, of the serpent guarding the temple; | adjure you in the name of that ferry-boat, and
the sailor through Acheron; | adjure you in the name of the three Necessities and their whip
and sword. Having adjured me with these, he commanded me not to transmit this to anyone
except my dear and legitimate child, so that he be you, and you him.

A number of difficulties arise here. Mertens (1983-4, p. 94) draws attention to the peculiar
construction opxilm + €ig + accusative.®? This is far from being the only instance of an
unexpected construction in the epistle, which makes Mertens very cautious about proposing
changes to the Greek. In search of a fine balance between not eliminating “des faits de langue
qui peuvent étre significatifs d’une époque ou d’un milieu” (ibid., p. 31) and not attributing
to the anonymous author “de grossieres erreurs qui ne sont que le fait de copistes” (ibid.),
Mertens meticulously lists all the linguistic peculiarities of Isis to Horus and ponders on

each case (ibid., pp. 32-48). Mertens (1988, p. 7) also argues that the oaths mentioned above

1 When commenting on the letter’s grammatical idiosyncrasies, Mertens (1983-4, p. 41) lists éxyopém among
other verbs that are followed by unexpected prepositional constructions: its use with a dative started being
replaced by a number of prepositions from the Hellenistic period (ibid. with further bibliography), among
which &ig and npdg + accusative, “dont il faut ici, semble-t-il, rapprocher éxi avec I’accusatif” (ibid.).

52 Delatte (1957, p. 142) considers the construction recent in the Byzantine period. 6pxilo is normally followed
by either a double accusative or katd + genitive (ibid.).
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(6pxovg) here take the form of adjurations said by Amnael for Isis to repeat by replacing
opxilw og by “I swear to you” (duvoui cot). But what is Amnael adjuring Isis (not) to do?
One would expect a verb in the infinitive (e.g. PGM 4.346-347) or a purpose clause (see
below) to specify that (the infinitive requiring secrecy, undevi petadidovo, is prompted by

napfyyelrev), none of which happen.

When it comes to the opkilw + €ic + accusative®® construction, Mertens was on the
right track in envisaging that some linguistic ‘anomalies’ from Isis to Horus could be
particular to a time and milieu. This same construction happens to be found in the Cyranides,
a “mostly Hermetic” (Fowden, 1993, p. 87) magico-medical work dated within the same
time frame as Isis to Horus, i.e. between the first and the fourth centuries CE (OCD*
Cyranides).>* The passage describes a rite in which an eagle is sacrificed in order to bring a

cure:

o Geté, pile 10D AvOpdTOL, VIV BV® o€ TPOC TavTdg TV epameioy. Opkilw g gig TOV
0g0v ToD oVpavoD Kol THG VTG, Kai £i¢ T0 TEcoapO oTOYXETN, Tval EvEPYNONC LOL €@ EKOOTOGC
Oepomeiog &v ) mpoopépwm oe. (Cyranides 3.1.21-24 [189 Kaimakis])

Eagle, friend of man, I now Kill you for the treatment of all pain. | adjure you in the name of

the god of the sky and the earth, and in the name of the four elements, that you be effective
for me in each treatment in which | employ you.

The use of the same rare construction found in Isis to Horus becomes more suggestive given
the fact that the sky and the earth also appear in the adjuration, though introduced by their
god (tov Beov tod ovpavod kai thg g, cf. opkilw o€ gic obpavov, yijv... Isis to Horus

5.2.33-34). While the passage differs from the alchemical epistle in that the purpose of the

53 According to a TLG search for this construction.
> The Greek text is Kaimakis (1976); all translations of the Cyranides, unless otherwise mentioned, are mine.
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adjuration is not left unrevealed (iva évepynomng...), it provides further evidence of an
engagement between Isis to Horus and magical texts (see supra). Among these, a similar
(yet not identical) syntactical phenomenon occurs: in a charm “for those possessed by
daimons” (PGM 4.3007-86) where opkil®w ce happens no less than fourteen times, the
construction is often repeated from three up to six times before its actual purpose is revealed
by a clause. This seems to imply a belief that the very repetition of o6pkil® o€ contains
magical powers®® — and so does the way in which the adjurations are presented as an essential
and indeed the most extensive part of the magical ritual.>

While the above corroborates Mertens’s view that the expression could be used in a
particular time and milieu (which here seems composed of individuals interested in alchemy,
magic, and Hermetism around late antiquity),> it still does not quite explain why the
adjuration does not have any clear aim. For this particular idiosyncrasy of the passage, it
might be necessary to swing towards the other side of Mertens’ measuring stick and consider
that transmission errors might be at play. Isis mentions that Amnael moves on to
admonitions and oaths (mapayyeiiog kai dpkovg), leading one to expect admonitions to be
followed by oaths. Yet, where one would expect admonitions, one gets incomplete
adjurations; where one would expect oaths, one gets Amnael admonishing Isis to transmit

nothing to anyone other than her dear and legitimate son, i.e. Horus (mapnyyethev pundevi

% The belief in the magical power of utterances in the PGM is noticeable in their profuse use of voces magicae.
Cardoso (2016) has created a database that lists all the voces magicae from the PGM (including passages in
Coptic) and the context in which they appear, which often features the repetition of words and sounds. She
also notices occurrences in which there is no syntactic context around the voces magicae (ibid., p. 68), which
can only mean that “the magical words are entirely responsible for performing the magical operation” (ibid.,
p. 69). Furthermore, her data shows that invocative expressions (among which 6pxiCw is included; ibid., pp.
33-36) are the ones that appear around voces magicae the most often (56,09% of the time; ibid., p. 26). A more
detailed study of the instances of 6p«xilw in the PGM with the help of Cardoso’s database could cast some light
on a potential magical purpose of repeating expressions like 6pxiw.

% The ritual contains seventy-nine lines, of which the adjurations take sixty lines. See n. 55 above.

57 And perhaps astrology: Mertens (1983-4, p. 94 n. 28 and 1989, p. 10 n. 30) mentions a passage from the
CCAG where an angel is adjured that contains the same structure as in Isis to Horus: “administration of an
oath for an angel... I adjure you in the name of the god who placed you here to protect this concern” (OpKIGHOG
10D Ayyéhov... Opkilm ot gig TOV B0V 00D o€ Etage puAldtey dpav tavtrv, CCAG 10:80-81). The passage,
unfortunately, cannot be dated by any other means than the date of the manuscript itself (Cod. Athen. 1265,
sixteenth or seventeenth century; ibid.).
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petaddoval, i pn povov tEkve eikm Koi yvnoio, Isis to Horus 6.1.41-42). It seems quite
likely that things have been rearranged in this passage and that others got lost in the process.
Even if accidentally, however, this suits Amnael’s request for secrecy: at large, the readers
are left in ignorance about Isis’ and Amnael’s exchange.%®

There are, however, a few mysterious teachings that Isis allows the reader to access.
Isis proceeds to admonish Horus to find the farmer Acharas®® and learn (ué0¢) from him that
“one who sows grain also reaps grain, and one who sows barley equally reaps barley” (0
oneipov OV oitov oltov kol Oepioet, Isis to Horus 6.2.46-47): while the reference to
learning, the switch into the second person, and the emphasis on farming all point to a pagan-
like didactic mode, the teaching itself echoes the New Testament (6 yap éav omeipn

avOpwmog, todto Kai Bepioet, Gal. 6:7). Isis then makes a puzzling remark:

TadTo, TEKVOV, 010 TPOOIHIOV AKNKOMG, EVvONGov TNV TouTtv OAnv dnuovpyiov te Kol
yvévvnotly, kai yv@0t 6t dvBpwmog dvOpwmov 0idev oneipely, Kol 6 AV AEova, Kol 6 KOOV
kova. (Isis to Horus 7.1)

Having learned these things, child, thanks to a proem,® reflect upon the whole making and

engendering of these things, and know that a person knows how to sow a person, and a lion,
a lion, and a dog, a dog.

Isis” mysterious tautologies are justified by what sounds like Aristotle’s law of fixity of
species: “and if it comes to pass that something is generated against nature, then it is like a

monster is engendered” (i 6¢ T 1@V Topa POV cupPaivel yevéchat, domep Tépag yevvaTaL,

58 Mertens (1983-4, pp. 93-94; 1988, p. 9) finds Amnael’s admonition requiring secrecy comparable to Vettius
Valens’ requiring his astrological teachings to remain hidden from the “uneducated” (N.B. the verb that
introduces the request: 6pkilm o€, AdEAPE HOL TYUUDTATE... &V ATOKPHEOLS TODTA CLVINPTGOL KoL U7
petadodvar toig dradevrolg 4.11 Pingree), so the adjurations indeed seem like an incomplete request for Isis
to keep quiet about the mysteries. However, closer parallels to Amnael’s requirement for secrecy are found
elsewhere and discussed in the next section.

% This name does not seem to be attested elsewhere.

80 318 mpooipov may figuratively refer to the previous sentence. Prof. Hutchinson observes that §i6 mpoopiov
is found and is a variant in some manuscripts (see apparatus in Mertens, 1983-4, p. 132), but one would expect
the genitive singular here: s =pooriov, “by means of a prelude”, could be an alternative reading.
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Isis to Horus 7.2.52-53; see Aristotle Metaph. Z 1033°30-3).6! The repetition of already
repetitive statements makes one wonder whether an alchemical teaching hides beneath it all,
and Isis confirms this: “For, as | said before, grain begets grain, a person sows a person, and
thus one who sows gold, reaps gold, and the similar its similar. And now the secret is
revealed” (¢ yop Tposinov OTL 0 6itog Gitov Yevvi Kal dvOpwmog dvOpmmov omeipet, oDTmG
Kol 0 omeipov xpvodv, ypvcov Bepiler, TO Spotov O Bpotov. Epavepddn viv 8882 10
pootprov, Isis to Horus 8.3). A moral, religious teaching transforms into a natural,
philosophical teaching, and finally into an alchemical one: the secret knowledge that leads
to metal alteration appears in the alteration of knowledge itself.

Now that the mystery is revealed, Isis shifts to more mundane, technical instructions.
The analysis carried out by Mertens (1983-4, pp. 117-123) identifies six recipes overall (with
the product of some being used in others),® the terminology of which indicates that some
conventions among practitioners of alchemy were already at play. In the first recipe, Mertens
(ibid., pp. 117-118) observes a similar procedure to solidify quicksilver by using “body of
magnesium” (koi Aafav 0épapyvpov, THEOV avTHV. .. S cdpaTOg poyvneiog, ISis to Horus
9.1.65-66) in Ps.-Democritus — indeed, a near quotation of the author (Aafav ¥Vdpapyvpov,
nf&ov @ thg payvnoiog coupatt, PM 5.67). The second recipe is for making a certain “white
medicine” (@dpuaxov Aevkov, Isis to Horus 10.3.83, 12.1.93, 14.1.102): a substance
claimed to be “the whitening of all bodies” (&g Aevkod papudrov dmep 0Tl AeHKWOIG
Tavtov TV copdtov, Isis to Horus 10.1.72-73) that appears in another work by Ps.-

Democritus with the same function of whitening bodies (10 dapuaxov Todt0 Asvkaivel mav

81 This connection with Aristotle is discussed in more detail in the following section.

82 Prof. Hutchinson observes that & is a possibility here.

83 Although, as Mertens points out herself, there are some nearly insurmountable challenges for inferring what
the actual results of these procedures would be, as some ingredients cannot be identified and others that are
recognisable could contain impurities that may have affected the results (ibid., p. 117).
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o®pa, AP 2.13-14; see also AP).% One of the ingredients mentioned to produce the “white
medicine” is “ashes of kobathia” (cmodidc koPadimv, 10.2 82), a substance only attested in
alchemical writings (it also appears in Ps.-Democritus’ AP 3.21-22 as a whitening
substance) that cannot be fully identified (Mertens, 1983-4, p. 120).%° In the third recipe, the
compound “gold shell” ypvooxoyydiov (Isis to Horus 13.1.98), that also only occurs in the
alchemical corpus (Martelli, 2013, p. 220 n. 32), appears again (cf. Ps.-Democritus PM 7.89
& Introduction).®6

This very practical mode is maintained throughout the entire second half of the text,

except for the following statement:

Eyvootor 6¢ Ot Kol T0 pHEAAOVTA oot pnbnoecbal, dumhmoelc te kol KotaPagal Kol
oikovopiol mdool Kol iy 0Todv, gig va voiv kai &v Epyov GLVTIEIVOLGLY. VOGOV OVV TO
HLGTAPLOV, TEKVOV, T0D Qappdkov Tiig ynpog. (Isis to Horus 16.1 - 16.2)

It is known that the things that are about to be said to you, doubling, tinctures, all operations

and whatever else lead into one meaning and one work. Apprehend the mystery, child, of
the widow’s drug.

Mertens (ibid., p. 122) calls this passage “une sorte de conclusion”. In fact, the sharp shift
from a practical mode to a reflective one invites the reader to stop and think about the goal
of these procedures. The return of the markers of sender (tfig yfpac — the term can only be

referring to Isis as the widow of Osiris) and recipient (tékvov) would not be a bad way of

64 More generally, the occurrence of Eav0ov eapuarxov (Ps.-Dem. PM 13.135) might suggest a more general
convention of referring to certain substances by colour + edapparxov. The term edppoxov can also have magical
associations, meaning an enchanted potion or a charm. The following section contextualises meaningful
connections between alchemical and magical literature.

8 Martelli (2013, p. 230 n. 8) makes some progress with the evidence and proposes it was a sulphurous
substance.

5 Mertens (ibid., p. 121) argues that the term ypvcokoyydiov “s’applique a un or de qualité supérieure, trés
pur, ayant une couleur rosée” (and so translates it as “pourpre d’or”, ibid.). I align with Martelli (2013, p. 220
n. 32) in seeing “gold shell” as “a specific material prepared by processing gold with substances that changed
its mechanical and chromatic properties” which, I argue, appears to have been used for dyeing metals (see
Introduction).
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ending this missive. There is, however, yet another recipe that follows the passage, one that
Mertens (ibid.) suggests might have been added by imitation of the last paragraph of Ps.-
Democritus’ PM (the end of AP in Martelli, 2013). While the second half of her argument
seems to rely only on one phrase of the paragraph (1} 6¢ aibdin obtwg aipetar, Isis to Horus
17.117) that does not quite match the passage in Ps.-Democritus (tf|g ve@éAing kol ToD DdaTog
1N Gpoic, AP 10.86-87), the first half of it seems correct: this recipe does seem like a later

addition.

1.2) The Context

In this document, as in much of the alchemistic literature,
Graeco-Egyptian and Jewish traditions are intermingled.
Walter Scott, Hermetica 4:149.

Many questions arise from the above. Is the dramatisation of knowledge transmission from
Isis to Horus the only Hermetic trait in alchemical knowledge this letter contains? What can
a comparison between the language of knowledge employed in Isis to Horus and Hermetic
compositions tell us about alchemical knowledge? How can the parallels between the epistle
and magical literature enrich one’s understanding of ancient alchemy? What texture do the
biblical touches of the composition add to the presentation of alchemical knowledge? These

questions are addressed in the following.
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(i) Hermetism

It is known that associations between Isis and Hermes in relation to knowledge are not
exclusive to the philosophical Hermetica. Plutarch says of Isis that “many have related that
she was the daughter of Hermes” (£11 moAhoi pev ‘Eppod... ictopikacty avtv Buyatépa,
Plut. De Is. et Os. 352a 15-16; see also 355f).%” Accordingly, there is a passage in the Great
Magical Papyrus of Paris (= PGM 4) where the magician identifies with Hermes®® and
claims to be Isis’ father (‘Eppfic 6 mpécpug, "Iordog matmp éyd, PGM 4.2290-2291). Griffiths
(1970, p. 263) argues that “the idea that Hermes was her father (...) probably arose from the
association of Isis with wisdom, a quality which was ascribed especially also to Thoth, who
was equated with Hermes.”%® The supposition works in Plutarch, who goes to great lengths
to praise Isis’ remarkable wisdom (§€apétmg cognyv kai @iidcopov ovsav, De Is. et Os.
2.21-22¢), stating that “her name certainly seems to imply that to her more than anyone
belong knowledge and understanding” (todvoud ye @pdalev €oike mavtOg PdAAOV aOTI| TO
gldévar kail v Emotiunv mpoonkovoay, 2.22e-1f). In the Isis Aretalogy of Cyme, the
goddess’ knowledge is directly associated with Hermes: “I am Isis, the ruler of the whole
land, and | was taught by Hermes, and I invented letters with Hermes — both the sacred (i.e.
hieroglyphs) and the demotic ones — so that everything is not written with the same letters”
(Eioig &yd eipn 1 topavvog méomng ympac: kai émondevOmy vr[o] Epupod xoi ypéppato edpov
peta ‘Epupod, 1a te iepa kol ta dnuocia ypaupata, tvo pn €v toig avtoig mhvto ypaentot,
IK 5.41.4-8 PHI IK Kyme 3a-3b = Peek 122 3a-3b = RICIS 302/0204). Another inscription

from Andros tells a similar story, with special emphasis on the transmission of sacred

57 Both text and translation of De Iside et Osiride are from Griffiths (1970).

% This identification with a god is “a procedure typical of Egyptian magic” (Bortolani, 2016, p. 264 with
further bibliography).

8 E.g. Cicero when distinguishing “no less than five different individuals who claimed the name Hermes”
(Fowden, 1993, p. 24): quintus quem colunt Pheneatae, qui Argum dicitur interemisse ob eamque causam
Aegyptum profugisse atque Aegyptiis leges et litteras tradidisse: hunc Aegyptii Theuth appellant (Cic. ND 3.56);
see also PGM 7.551-7. In fact, the same Great Magical Papyrus of Paris mentioned above has a passage in
Coptic where Thoth is said to be the father of Isis (PGM 4.96-97).
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knowledge (2ya ypvoddpovoc Eioi, ... | Seiparém & Eppdvog dmdkpuea cOpBora Sédtmv
| e0pouéva ypapideoot katéévoa, taiot yapacalc) | ppikaréov pdotoug iepov Adyov, Peek

15 7-12 = RICIS 202/1801 7-12).7°

A connection between Hermes and angelic transmission of knowledge, however,
seems like a predominantly Hermetic trait. Mertens (1989b, p. 388) refers to an example in
the prologue of the Cyranides, already mentioned in the previous section of this chapter.

Festugiere (RHT 1:345) dates this particular passage to the third century CE:

0g0D ddpov péytotov (an’) dyyélav AaPav ‘Epufic 0 tpiouéyiotoc 0eog dvOpamolg ndotv
HETESWKEV SeKTIKOIC PVOTIKAY PAloV TOSE. pr) 00V HETASOG AvEpacty dyvadpooty, GAL Exe
&V £aVT® O¢ KTTjHo uéylotov: uovov & tékvolg, &l dvvnbeing, petddog oL O matnp Gvti
YPLGIOL TOALTIHOL, KTHpA HEYA TTPOG EVEPYELY, OPKAYV OOTOVG UOVOV ACQOADS EYELv,
tékvov igpov. (Cyranides Prol. 7-12 [14 Kaimakis])

The god Thrice-great Hermes, having received from angels a great gift from a god,
transmitted to all men fit for receiving mystical things this book. Do not transmit it to
senseless men, but have it in yourself like a great possession. Transmit it only to your
children, if you can, you, their father, equal to a highly priced treasure, a great possession
for performance, making them swear just to keep it safe, sacred child.

The parallels between this passage and Isis to Horus are undeniable. The revelation of
knowledge from angelic figures to pagan deities that should keep the secret in the family is
supplemented by striking linguistic echoes (udévov 08¢ Tékvolg... HETASOG GV
above/petadidovar... povov tékve, Isis to Horus 6.1.41-42)."' These similarities are
nonetheless minimised by a difference in point of view: while the Cyranides brings a third-

person account of how knowledge from angels was revealed to Hermes, Isis’ account is first-

0 On associations between Isis and writing both in Greek and Egyptian contexts, see Bortolani (2016, pp. 375-
376).

"L The state of the evidence for dating both Isis to Horus and the Cyranides may be too shaky for one to claim
direct contact, but the coming discussion on magic will bring additional evidence suggesting that these two
instances may reflect something bigger and potentially more interesting than sheer intertextuality.
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hand, detailed, and directed at her son; the former is a remote legend, the latter a personal
anecdote. This rather suits the intimate environment often implied by the epistolary form

(see section 1.1).

The transmission of secret knowledge from parent to child also occurs in a relevant
Hermetic dialogue to early alchemy, the Koré Kosmou (= CH 23).72 In this text of “highly
idiosyncratic style” (Bull, 2018, p. 21),”® Isis exposes to Horus her knowledge concerning
the creation of the world and mankind. Isis urges Horus to hold on to the secret doctrine
(mpdoeys, téxvov Qpe, kpumriic... Bewpiac, CH 23 31.10-11), which she learned from the
forefather Kamephis,” who in turn learned it from Hermes himself (fic 6 pév mpomdrwp
Kopfipg Eruyev émaxovoog mapd ‘Eppod... (€yd 0&) mopd 10D TAVIOV TPOYEVEGTEPOL
Kopneemg, CH 23 31.11-13). Despite the similar secrecy theme, one sees a difference from
the account in the more personal Isis to Horus: in the Koré Kosmou, Isis’ own knowledge
acquisition is mentioned only en passant, and it takes place through indirect contact with

the knowledge source.

Yet the closest link to the tale from Isis to Horus in relation to Hermetism is found
in a quotation from Zosimus made by the Byzantine chronicler George Syncellus™ briefly

mentioned in the previous section:

2 For a discussion of the possible meanings of this title, see Jackson (1986). This is one of the Hermetic texts
that received the most attention from scholars: e.g. Reitzenstein (1904, pp. 137-146), Festugiere (1942, 1948
and 1967, pp. 231-248), Betz (1966), Carozzi (1982), Bull (2018, pp. 21-26). Reitzenstein (ibid.), Festugiére
(1967, p. 231) and Bull (ibid.) mention this text in relation to Isis to Horus.

3 See Festugiere (1942).

"4 For speculations about this figure, see Nock & Festugiere (CH vol. 3:clxiv-clxiviii with further
bibliography). Most notably, Reitzenstein (1904, pp. 137-140) identifies Kamephis not only with Kneph-
Agathodaemon, but also with Amnael from Isis to Horus. He does not, however, explain the rationale behind
the association with Amnael in any detail.

S As Martelli (2013, p. 60) has observed, the authenticity of the quotation is reinforced by the existence of the
same passage in a Syriac translation of Zosimus’ works (CMA 2:238).
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a&ov 8¢ kai Zooipov tod [Havorolitov prrocoégov ypficiv Tiva napabichor mepl avtdv €k
OV yeypaupévay adtd mpdg Ococéfeioy dv td 0 Tiig Tuovd PiPre, Exovcov Mde-
“péoxovoty ai iepai ypagpai ot BiProt, & yovor, 8t 6Tt TL Sarudvav yévog O ypfitan
yovaréiv.’® duvnuovevoe 8¢ koi Eppfic év 1oic guotkoig, kol oxedov émmag Adyog povepdg kai
AmoOKpPLEOG TODTO EUVNOVEVGE. TODTO 0DV Epacay ai dpyaiot kol Ogion ypoapod, &t &yyelol
Tveg Emebounoay TdV Yovolk®v kol kateABovTeg £0idagay anTic mhvto T Thg pVoems Epya,
OV yépv, pnoi, Tpockpodcavtec EEm Tod ovpovod Epstvay, 8Tt TEVTo Té TOVNPA Kod Und&v
®eelodvTa TV YoynVv £5idagav Tovg avOpdTovs. €5 adT®V PACKOVGTY Ol OVTAL YPaPal Koi
100G Yiyavtag yeyevijobat. E6Tv obv adT@®V 1) TpOTN Tapddocic Xnued mepi tovTOV TdV
TEYVOV. Ekbdece 08 TavTny TNV Pifrov Xnued, EvBev kol 1 téyxvn ynueio KoAeitar kol ta
&Efic. (Chron. 24)77

It is worth quoting an example by Zosimus of Panopolis concerning these things from his
writings to Theosebeia in his book 9 of Imouth, which goes like this: “The sacred books say,
lady, that there is a certain race of daemons that has intercourse with women. Hermes also
mentioned this in his Physica, and nearly every one of his texts, manifest and hidden,
mentioned this. The ancient and divine texts said this, that certain angels longed for women
and, having come down, taught them all the workings of nature, because of which, he says,
having caused offence, they remained out of heaven, because they taught mankind
everything worthless and nothing that is of service to the soul. These same writings said that
the giants are their offspring. Of these, the first transmission about these arts is Chemeu. He
called this book Chemeu, from where the art is called chemeia” etc.

It is interesting that the word used for the transmission of alchemical knowledge is notably
the very same used by Isis (mapadootg, Isis to Horus 4.30; see Bull, 2018, p. 19), but the
quotation as a whole is quite abstruse. Bull (ibid., p. 7) rightly observes how the
convolutedness of the passage makes it “not easy to know which texts Zosimus is referring
to in each instance.” Moreover, there is anything but a consensus about the subject of pnoi.
Festugiére (RHT 1:256) translates it as “dit I’Ecriture”, implying a metonymic reference to
the plural ai apyoion koi Ogion ypagai — but that brings us back to the problem of what
writings Zosimus is talking about. Mertens (1983-4, pp. 67-9 n. 26) thinks the subject is
Zosimus, and that Syncellus “paraphrase le texte de Zosime” (ibid.). Bull (2018, p. 7) is the

boldest of all, saying that the subject may be Enoch given the parallels this passage has with

8 yuvonéi gypaito (Herodotus 2.181) is another example of this verb being used with a sexual connotation.
" The text is Mosshammer (1984); the translation is mine.
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a story from 1 Enoch, an Old Testament apocryphal work where an angel called Azael

teaches metallurgy and tincturing to women."®

While the connection with 1 Enoch is extremely relevant (and is given full attention
later in this chapter), for the moment it is preferable to further investigate the fact that
Zosimus connected this story both to the teaching of alchemy and to Hermetic writings. For
such purposes, it is necessary to return to the back story of the Kore Kosmou. There, before
transmitting to Horus the knowledge she attained from Kamephis (who, in turn, learned it
from Hermes — see above), Isis tells her son how Hermes, who got to know everything (6
névta yvoog Eppfig, CH 23 5.16), saw the togetherness of things (6¢ kai £ide t0 cOumavTa,
CH 23 5.16-17) and wrote the things he understood (koi yap & évonoev €xapate, CH 23
5.18). Hermes then hid his sacred books (as he addresses them himself: & icpai pipror, CH
23 8.13-14).

At no stage is it implied that the Hermes’ books contained either stories of angels
desiring women or alchemical recipes; yet the Koré Kosmou presents a similar language of
learning, cognition and knowledge to the one found in Isis to Horus.” The presence of a
language of search ({ntoewg, Isis to Horus 1.4.18; épguvav, 3.2.26; {ntovpévav, 4.30) and
a desire to learn (rvvOavesOar Boviopévn, 1.3.12) in describing Isis’ interest in alchemical
knowledge has already been mentioned. In the Koré Kosmou, the Craftsman of the whole (6
ovunavtov...texvitng, CH 23 4.7) grants the other gods’ intellects with more of the light

that he had in his chest so that they would want to search (iva... {nteitv Bedncmorv, CH 23

8 He thus suggests that Amnael’s may be a combination of the name Azael and the Egyptian god Amun with
the addition of the Hebrew suffix -el (ibid., p. 20). While the use of this suffix to create a Hebrew-sounding
name is perfectly plausible and the connection with Azael not unlikely, Bull’s evidence for a connection
between Amun and Isis to Horus — namely, the fact that “duvog in Greek means lamb, which is the sacred
animal of Amun” (ibid.), and a New Kingdom tale where “Isis tricks the sun god Ra to divulge to her his secret
name” (ibid.; he explains that Ra and Amun are often syncretised) seems a bit far-fetched.

9 Many thanks to Prof. Lightfoot and Dr. Scullion for suggesting this approach on the occasion of my
Confirmation of DPhil Status interview.
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4.11) and desire to find (émBvpnowowv edpeiv, CH 23 4.11-12). Once the world is fully
operative, humans will seek to discover which nature is inside the sacred innermost temples
(émlnmoovoty kal Tig EvOoTéEP® TAOV lepdV adLTOV PVo1g Lrtapyel, CH 23 45.12-13), and
because of their desire they will search after the uttermost night (v éoydmv 1@ 0éhewv
gpevvnoovot vokto, CH 23 45.16-17).

What is more, the way in which these souls were created by the Craftsman presents

technical terminology that is quite common in alchemical texts:

adTOC 8 0VKETL BOLAOHEVOC GpYOV TOV DIEPAVE® KOGUOV ElvaL, GAAYL TVELUATOV TANPOGL
doKaoag To0TOV MOC UM TG KOTO HUEPOG aKivnTa Kol apyd pévn, obteg ig tadta fp&ato
Teyviteiog, 0voialg Tpog TV Tob idiov £pyov yéveowv ypnoduevog iepaic. mveduo yap 6cov
ApKeTOV amd o 10iov Aafav Koi vogp®dg toUTo TLpl pigag AyvdoTOoIS TIoLY ETEPALS DAULG
EKEPOOE: KOl TODTA EKATEPOV EKOTEP® PETA TVOV EMPOVICEDV KPUTTOV EVOCAG TO AV
obtwg €0 pida diexivioe kpape, Eog Eneyéhacé T VAN 1@ piypatt Aentotépa e Kod
KaBopotépa paALov kol Stapavestépa i €€ GV &yéveto- Stedng 88 v adtn, fiv 1 kai pdvog
0 TeyviTng Epo. (...) POymowv 6 0£0¢ éxdlece TV choTaGLY, — &E 00 81 dmimdyov puptadag
yoydv ikavag éyevestovpynoe (...). (CH 23 14.18-15.10)

As he no longer wanted the world above to lie idle, but rather had thought it fit to fill it with
spirits so that its particulars would not remain motionless and idle, he thus started the artifice
to achieve these things, having used sacred substances for the creation of his own work.
For, having taken from his own as much spirit as was enough, and having mixed it
intelligently in fire, he blended it with other unknown substances. And having united each
of these things one with the other with secret spells, he thus stirred the entire mixture very
well, until a certain matter, more subtle, purer and more translucent than the ones from which
it came sparkled on the surface of the compound. It was transparent, and indeed one that
only the Craftsman could see. (...) God called the compound Animation — out of which
hardened crust he brought into being sufficient myriads of souls (...).

It is no surprise that God is here called a texvitng: the creation of the souls is here described
with the very language of alchemical operations.®® The more obvious instances are
references to mixing (ni&og, éxépaoe, kKpapuo, piypart, similar terms for ‘mixing’ happen six

times in the technical part of Isis to Horus)®! and substances (odoioig, HAoug; the same words

80 Cf. Festugiére (1967 with further bibliography) and Fowden (1993, p. 118).
8 See n. 43 above.

62



appear in the epistle).?? A less apparent hint is the use of the aorist participle “having taken”
(Aapadv) which, however common in general, is very frequently used in alchemical recipes
(it occurs no less than eleven times in Isis to Horus 9-17).288 Most strikingly, the act of
creating these souls is called an €pyov: in Isis to Horus, Isis tells Horus that all procedures
“lead into one intellect and one work. Apprehend so the mystery, child” (gic éva votv kai
gv Epyov ovvieivovsty. Nomoov odv 10 pvotipilov, Tékvov, Isis to Horus 16.1.114-
16.2.115). This, in turn, echoes what Isis tells Horus in yet another Hermetic text: “And the
soul is a peculiar thing, child, and a royal one, and a work from the hands of God and his
intellect, leading itself into the intellect” (n 6& wouyn wpdypa idoeuvéic, Tékvov, Kol
Baciiukov kai Epyov TV 10D Beod xepdv 1€ Kol vod, avTo 6’ Eavtd gig vodv 0onyodevoy,
CH 25 4.9-11). Hermes Trismegistus is also encouraged to apprehend the unity of God’s
work in CH 11 13.16-17: “If you give yourself up to me a little, Hermes, you will easily
apprehend that God’s work is one” (mpdg dAiyov & &v pot ceontov Emdde, ® ‘Epuii, padiov
voR6ELs 10 ToD 00D Epyov Ev Ov).

These Hermetic echoes in Isis’ searched-for mysteries in Isis to Horus reveal a
dimension of the alchemical £pyov that requires deeper knowledge than the technical one,
one that implies an intellectual search for and understanding of the divine. An example of
how these intellectual and divine dimensions relate to alchemical procedures and their
practitioners’ sense of search can again be drawn from a passage from the Koré Kosmou,

where God leaves the remains of his mixture for the souls to create things themselves:

70 8¢ 10D piypotog Aetyovov Taig N mpokoydoaig yuyoic EdmKe, WYoyaic 68 TodTulS TOig
gig yopia Oedv (...) petakekAnpévolc “mhdccete”, Aéymv, “0 Tékva, THC EUfC PVGENS
yevwnuorto: 6éxecbe Tiig €utig téyxvng T Aslyava Kol EKAOTN Tf) £0VTHG PUoEL TAUGGET® T1
noporinclov: mapodioopor &’ €Tt kol TodO’ Vpiv moapadeiypota” (...). kol Améotn

82 ovcidv, BAnv (Isis to Horus 8.2).
8 And six times in the first recipe of Ps.-Democritus’ PM 1.1-16; in Zosimus, five times in Mem. 10 and four
times in Mem. 13.
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l)Tl',OGXO uevog T0ig OpaTOig £pyols aOTAOV TO GOPATOV TVEDUO smCsv?;ou ovciov rs
opotoyoviag kaote, g avTd avoig ETepa yevvil dpota avtai Te UNKETL Aavayknv Exootvd
dAlo  TLTTOLETY (n) a Epbnooav 8pya0a09m (...

Kad einev "Ioig “10 KekePOoUEVOY, M TEKVOV QpE, TS VNG Aafouevar Katevoovv TpAOTOV
Ko O 10D TATPOC TPOGEKHVOLY Kpdpta Kkoi 6mddev v cvunenieypévov Emelftoov: 1o 8& v
avtoic ovk gdmopov émyvédvar. (CH 23 19-22)

He gave the remains of the mixture to those souls which had already made progress, and to
those souls which had been recalled (...) to the domain of the gods, saying “mould, children,
the offspring of my nature. Accept the remnants of my craft and let each mould something
that resembles its own nature. And further I will set before you these models too” (...). And
he removed himself, having promised to join to the souls’ visible works invisible spirit and
to each a substance for the generation of like offspring, so that it would in turn beget other
beings similar to itself and the souls are no longer obliged to produce something other than
the ones at which they first worked. (...)

And Isis said: “having taken what had been mixed from the matter, my son Horus, they first
started to apprehend it, and they would worship the mixture from their Father and seek to
discover from what place it had been mixed up; and learning this was not easy for them.

By doing so, the souls create birds, quadrupeds, fish, and reptiles (CH 23 23). In other words,
these souls’ search (éne{itovv) was to understand (katevoovv) God’s Epyov, So that with
this knowledge (émyvvai) of the divine creation (note how the divine superiority of the
mixture is acknowledged in mpocexvvouv kpdpa) they could themselves ‘play God’ and
produce their own &pyov (see &pyoig avtdv, épydcacOa)® according to their creator’s
rules.8®

The main rule implied above by the souls’ Father (that they must produce something

similar to their own nature: £éxdotn 1§ £0vtig PHGEL TAUCGET® TL TAPATANGLOV; OTMG AT

avdig Etepa yevvd dpowa)®’ agrees with Aristotle’s law of the fixity of species that also

8 From unkéti to &ywov, I follow Scott’s reading of the text rather than Festugiére’s (ovkétt... &ovotv, CH
23 21.9); were Festugiére’s reading to be adopted, Prof. Hutchinson suggests that a high point or a colon would
be necessary after 6poia, separating the structure using the subjunctive (see yevvi above) from the one using
the indicative: “and the souls are no longer obliged...”.

8 In order to apprehend God’s &pyov, Hermes is encouraged to see what happens when he himself wants to
create (gi 8¢ koi £py® avt0 0ENe1C voijoar, ide ti col éyyiveron 0§AovTt yevvijoar, CH 11 14.20-21).

8 As the Craftsman himself urges the souls: “Oh souls, beautiful children, hear these words of mine like they
were laws” (yuyai, Kadd ékva, ... Aoyov Eudv ¢ voumv todtov énakovoate, CH 23 17.3). “Zosimus and
other alchemists see the potential to act in concert with the divine Demiurge to effect demiurgic
transformations within the material world” (Edmonds, 2019, p. 282).

87 Interestingly, this law appears in CH 11 (see n. 85 above) as an encouragement for Hermes to gain more
understanding of God: only by making himself equal to Him would he understand Him (&av odv pn ceavtov
g€lodomnc @ Be®, TOV Bedv voijcar 00 dvvacat: TO yap dpotov @ opoie vortov, CH 11 20.11-13).
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appears in Isis to Horus (cf. close reading above). The passage from the epistle is now worth

quoting in full:

TapeddV 0DV GKOTNGOV Koi EpAOTNGOV Axdpay TOV YempYOV Koi péde adtod Ti pév dotty
T0 omelpduevoVv, Ti 8¢ Kai 10 Oeprldpevov kai uadng 6 oneipov Tov citov Gitov kai Oepioet,
Kol 6 omeipmv TOV Kpibov opoing kal kpibov Bepicet. Tadta, TEKVOV, 010 TPOOIUIOV AKNKOMG,
£vvonoov 11V ToLTeV OANV dnpovpyiay te Koi yévynoty, kol yv@d0r 61t dvBpwmog dvOpwmov
oidev oneipety, kol 6 Aéwv Aéovta, Kol 6 KOoV KOva. &l 8 TL THV Tapd PO cupPaivel
vevéabou, domep tépag yevvartar kai o T€EEL GVGTOCLYV: 1) YOP VOIS Tf| UGEL TEPTETOL KOl
1 QUGG TV POOV VIKA.

abtn obv duvapemg Oelog peteoymidtoc kai mopovsiog evtvyfoavtog.® kdakeivolg
TpocAaumopevol atig €5 aitnoemg &€ Aupmv Kol ovk €& GAA®DY 0VCIAY KATACKEVAGAVTES
gnétogov S 10 thig adtic® @Ucemg Vmapyev v mpoosParlopivy BAnv  tod
Kkatookevalopévon. g yap mpoeimov 6TL 0 Gitog 6itov yevvd kol dvOpwmog GvOpwmov
oneipel, o0TMG Kal 0 onelpwv ¥pvadv, ypvceov Bepilet, TO duotov 10 duotov. Epavepmbn viv
3¢ 1o pvotnprov. (Isis to Horus 6.2 - 8.3)

Having come forward, then, behold and ask Acharas, the farmer, and learn from him that
that which is sown is also what is reaped, and learn that one who sows grain also reaps
grain, and one who sows barley equally reaps barley. Having learned these things, child,
thanks to a proem, reflect upon the whole creation and generation of these things, and
know that a person knows how to sow a person, and a lion, a lion, and a dog, a dog. And if
it comes to pass that something is generated against nature, then it is born like a monster and
it will not beget a compound. For nature delights in nature, and nature conquers nature.
Nature, then, belongs to one who partakes of divine power and obtained the fortune of its
presence. And being shone upon by these words by nature’s demand, having also made their
preparation from sands and not from other substances, they achieved what they were making
because the additional matter was of the same nature. For, as | said before, grain begets
grain, a person sows a person, and thus one who sows gold, reaps gold, and the similar its
similar. And now the mystery is revealed.

On the one hand, Isis to Horus does nod to the Aristotelian groundings of this notion by

means of a number of linguistic echoes.®® On the other hand, it has been pointed out before

8 aim... edtoyncovtog: Mertens (1983-4, p. 115) observes that this passage is quite obscure and corrupted,
and that many corrections have been proposed; see her critical apparatus (ibid., p. 133). Prof. Hutchinson
singles out the reading by Festugiére (tadmg [ovtii A] odv duvauswng Bsiog HeTEGIMKOTES KOl TOPOVGIOG
gvtuynoavtes..., RHT 1:259 n. 8) as plausible, even though he suggests that tavtng would refer back to nature,
and not duvauewc as Festugiére’s translation suggests (“ayant eu part a cette puissance divine et ayant été
favorisés de cette présence divine...”, RHT 1:259).

8 Prof. Hutchinson considers Festugiére’s reading ovtfic (as opposed to ovong in the manuscripts) more
plausible here.

0 pévepov 811 TO YEVV@Y T010DTOV HEV 010V TO YEVMUEVOV (...) avOpmmog yop dvOpmmov yevvd, v W Tl Tapd
@vow yévnran (Metaph. Z 1033°30-3); see Isis to Horus above: évOporog dvOpmmov — twice; yevvi; 1dv mapd
@UoW...yevésOart.
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(see close reading above) that, according to Zosimus, the instruction to go to a farmer and
learn from him that one who sows wheat reaps wheat should be traced back to Hermes
(Epufv Aéyovra. dmedbe mpog Axadf tov yewpyov, Koi padnon og 6 oneipmv citov citov
vevv@, CAAG Gr. 89.9-10). This implies that Zosimus either knew Isis to Horus as a
Hermetic work or the law of the fixity of species as it is phrased in Isis to Horus as Hermetic.

In fact, despite the Aristotelian echoes just mentioned, most of the passage above is
articulated with a language of cognition and knowledge with strong Hermetic resonances.
Just like in the Koré Kosmou, the reflection upon the creation (évvonoov tv...yévvnov, Isis
to Horus 7.1.49-50; 10 kekepocpévov. .. katevoovy, CH 23 22.12-13)°! should be followed
by knowledge (yv@b6u, Isis to Horus 7.1; émryvavor CH 23 22.15) — this progression from
voilg to yv@oig is common in Hermetism,®? and in fact the very same progression from
pabeiv to vorjoor to yvdvor seen above in Isis to Horus is found in one of the best known
Hermetic compositions, namely the Poimandres®® (nadsiv 0élo o dvto kai vofjeo Ty
00TV EOov kal yv@dvar tov 0edv, CH 1 3.11-12). This knowledge is what allows one’s
work to be executed: the generation of other living beings in the Koré Kosmou and the
generation of gold in Isis to Horus (0 oncipmv ypvcodv, ypvcov Bepilet). Most importantly,
this knowledge is again connected to the divine by being considered the revelation of a
mystery (£épavep®dOn viv 8¢ 10 pootprov) and by Isis’use of a word of yvdoig which in

Hermetism often denotes the knowledge of God par excellence.® The “spiritual way” of

% In the Koré Kosmou, God started gathering substances for the o idiov &pyov yéveswv (CH 23 14.21-22).
92 E.g. eic 8¢ v evoePi yuymy 6 voig dupac 6dnyel avtiv émi 1 Tii¢ yvéoewg pdc (CH 10 21.25-26). For a
detailed account of this progression, see Fowden (1993, pp. 104-115).

9 As Fowden (1993, p. 34) points out, the entire Corpus Hermeticum circulated under the title Poemander
“from Ficino’s time up to the beginning of the twentieth century”.

% E.g. yvévar tov 0e6v (CH 1 3 above); 6 0edg, 6¢ yvmsOijvar Bodreton (CH 1 31); 1) yap tekeia xoxio, 1O
dyvogiv 1o Ogiov (CH 11 21.9-10); fA0sv fpiv yvidoig Ogod (CH 13 8). Fowden (1993, p. 112) notes that this
notion “that one may ‘know God’ is extremely rare in the literature of classical and Hellenistic paganism, but
common in Jewish and Christian usage”, and refers to Norden (1913), pp. 87-99. See Chapter IlI.
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Hermetism goes precisely through these blurred lines between the spiritual and the
philosophical here attested in Isis to Horus.%

The interconnection between the spiritual and the philosophical may be explained
by the alchemical formula that justifies the law of fixity of species in the passage (“for nature
delights in nature, and nature conquers nature”, 1 Yop @UO1G Tf] QUGEL TEPTETUL Kl 1] YOGS
™V eVov vikd, Isis to Horus 7.2.54-55) and a comparison with Stoicism. This formula has
long been associated with the law of sympathy and antipathy (Festugiere, 1967, p. 232 n. 7,
Mertens, 1983-4, p. 113; Fowden, 1993, p. 77 n. 8). It has also been used by Fraser (1972,
vol. 1 p. 443) to illustrate his point that “the first steps towards the occult are a recognisable
perversion of current scientific and philosophical doctrine”. Yet “perversion” is quite a
questionable word, especially if the Stoic take on the law of sympathy is considered. As

Balbus’ exposition of it in Cicero puts it:

Quid vero, tanta rerum consentiens conspirans continuata cognatio quem non coget ea quae
dicuntur a me conprobare? Possetne uno tempore florere, dein vicissim horrere terra, aut tot
rebus ipsis se inmutantibus solis accessus discessusque solstitiis brumisque cognosci, aut
aestus maritimi fretorumgue angustiae ortu aut obitu lunae commoveri, aut una totius caeli
conversione cursus astrorum dispares conservari? Haec ita fieri omnibus inter se
concinentibus mundi partibus profecto non possent nisi ea uno divino et continuato spiritu
continerentur. (Cic. ND 2 7.19)

Again, consider the sympathetic agreement, interconnexion and affinity of things: whomwill
this not compel to approve the truth of what | say? Would it be possible for the earth at one
definite time to be gay with flowers and then in turn all bare and stark, or for the spontaneous
transformation of so many things about us to signal the approach and the retirement of the sun
at the summer and the winter solstices, or for the tides to flow and ebb in the seas and straits
with the rising and setting of the moon, or for the different courses of the stars to be maintained
by the one revolution of the entire sky? These processes and this musical harmony of all the
parts of the world assuredly could not go on were they not maintained in unison by a single
divine and all-pervading spirit.%

% 1t is Fowden (1993, pp. xxiv, 186, and 215) who describes Hermetism as a “spiritual way”.
% The translation is Rackham (1983).

67



To the Stoics, then, the law of sympathy proves the existence of divinity, here called “a
divine spirit” or “breath” (divino... spiritu). Given the extreme to which the Stoics take the
connectivity of the world (Holmes, 2019, p. 240), spiritus or its Greek equivalent nvedua “is
identified with the governing force of the cosmos, called god, reason, fate, providence, and
nature (for the Stoics, all these names point to different aspects of what is essentially the same
thing)” (ibid., p. 251).%” While the explicit use of gvoic in the alchemical formulation of the
law of sympathy and antipathy does not necessarily point to a Stoic influence, both views
are very much in agreement in an identification between the philosophical and the divine:
knowledge of the workings of Nature is knowledge of God. While the Stoics may have not
articulated this identification as a ‘mystery’, the alchemical take on the law hardly seems to
‘pervert’ its grounding in natural philosophy, but rather appropriate it in a similar way as
Hermetism, including the Kore Kosmou:*®® “In short, the Hermetists’ understanding of
cosmic sympathy (...) underlies too the philosophical spirituality of later Hermetism”
(Fowden, 1993, p. 78).

Overall, the above can enrich our understanding of Isis to Horus and its context in
many ways. It shows that, although Isis to Horus does nod to the Hermetic tradition by
choosing Isis and Horus as its dramatis personae for a tale of secret knowledge transmission
and by employing a similar language of knowledge that is both spiritual and philosophical,
there is still something distinctive about it. By choosing the letter form over the dialogue, it
departs from the Hermetic convention and adopts a medium much more associated with

technical knowledge. This formal choice also accounts for other details that differ from the

97 [6 0e0¢] mvedpa. .. Siijkov 81” Bhov tod Kkdopov (SVF 2:306 21-22); 6 Adyoc Tob 0eod (...) o0&V dAro dotiv
fi mvedpo copatikdv (SVF 2:310 24-25). Nature, in turn, is God: quid enim aliud est natura quam deus et
divina ratio (SVF 2:305 34-35).

9% Where the understanding of the law of sympathy is in fact connected to god and mysteries: obtot mop’ Eppod
HobovTEG MG TO KATO GVUTAOEIV T01g dved DO TOD dNUIOVPYOD JETAYN, TOC TPOSKADETOVG TOIG £V OVPOVE
pueTpiorg iepornotiog avéotnoav &v yf (CH 23 68.3-5). See also CH 11 20.12-13 (n. 87 above).
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Hermetic passages mentioned. For both the Cyranides and the Koré Kosmou, on the one
hand, present their secret knowledge as an indirect acquisition (the former by using the third
person, the latter by having Isis access knowledge through a third party) and give little to no
detail about how such acquisition occurred. In Isis to Horus, on the other hand, it is Isis
herself who tells her own story of how she acquired alchemical knowledge, while adding a
lot of personal colouring to the episode: it is given a place (Hormanouthis), a time (Amnael
arrives at midday), and characterisation (the angels have desires; Isis resists them). This
personalisation of motifs shared with Hermetism gives the text a vivid and intimate nature
that is far less common in other Hermetic literature.

By making these significant changes of form and plot, what Isis to Horus achieves
is a work invested in both appreciating the spiritual-intellectual contributions from
Hermetism and differentiating itself from it. A similar effort seems to take place in the Koré
Kosmou, which employs alchemical language to illustrate what is essentially a Hermetic
rendition of how the souls were created by God. From a social standpoint, this is hardly
surprising: one of the most straightforward ways for a milieu to self-define and self-present
is by means of comparison with others, highlighting with whom and with what ideas they

do and do not want to associate.

(if) Greco-Egyptian magic

A definition of magic is expected before a contextual investigation of its links with Isis to
Horus. This is famously not an easy matter, especially when discussions of the nature of
magic (ancient or not) have always been strongly influenced by biases arising from scholars’
own religious, cultural, and ethnic backgrounds and/or surroundings, as well as scholars’

responses to and preferences of ancient sources:
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There is little profit, from the historian’s point of view, in condemning magic just because
it failed to measure up to the sublime conceptions of a Plotinus, or, even more irrelevantly,
because it conflicts with the Christian or ‘scientific’ prejudices of modern scholars. (...)

In classical Greece, (...) the magico-religious world-view was exposed to systematic
criticism by the natural philosophers; but one of the more important advances of recent
research has been the recognition that these arguments had to await the advent of “critical’
scholarship in the nineteenth century to find their most receptive audience. In antiquity their
success was at best patchy. Most would have sympathized with Lucian’s Deinomachus when
he declared that disbelief in magic was tantamount to atheism. One may of course agree with
Plotinus’ attack on the naiveté of the magicians (...); but that is no excuse for glossing over
the full range of the Greek magical papyri. (Fowden, 1993, pp. 80-82)%

In other words, it would be no more appropriate to define ‘magic’ as a fraudulent craft just
because Pliny the Elder says so (fraudulentissima artium, Plin. HN 30.1.1; see Fowden,
1993, p. 80) than to claim that magical charms reflect “un état d’ame qui est exactement a
I’opposé du sentiment religieux” just because Dominican friar André-Jean Festugiére says
so (Festugiere, 1932, p. 327). As Edmonds (2019, p. 7) argues, magic is “a dynamic social

construct™:

Magic is not a thing, but a way of talking about things. It is thus a discourse (...). Such a
discourse, as Foucault points out, always has a history, since such a way of talking about
things shifts over time as different people do the talking. (Edmonds, 2019, p. 7)

Pliny’s and Festugiére’s examples illustrate the ways in which the term ‘magic’ has been
used to distance oneself from (and very often to denigrate) ritual practices and ways of
engaging with the divine that are different from one’s own. This shows that, although it is

virtually impossible to reach a perfect, permanent definition of ‘magic’, reflections about

% For the references in the quotation, see Fowden’s notes.
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why one would refer to one practice as ‘magical’ and another as ‘religious’ are of paramount
importance for a more critical use of such terms, however limited they may be.'®

In light of the above, for the present purposes and the present purposes only, | refer
to as ‘magical’ any “discourse pertaining to non-normative ritualized activity” (Edmonds,
2019, p. 5)'* aimed at or accompanied by an intended close engagement with extra-ordinary
entities (such as deities, daimons, angels, and the dead) in order to attain immediate, tangible
objectives other than the engagement with the entity or entities in question. This is not a
claim that these are the only features magical practice can have, or that such characteristics
are never to be found in texts or practices considered religious (or else) rather than magical
by many:1% this is simply a limited framework here used for a better understanding of how

Isis to Horus relates to certain motifs displayed in the Greco-Egyptian magical papyri.1®

That said, the occurrence of magical elements in Isis to Horus is hardly surprising
for numerous reasons. Broadly speaking, magic is the main attribute, alongside writing and
wisdom, that connects Isis to the Egyptian deity so often associated with Hermes in and out
of Hermetic writings, Thoth.1% This has already been suggested by how these two gods

claim to be Isis’ father in both the Greek and Coptic passages of the Great Magical Papyrus

100 «“Sarah Iles Johnston refers to Marvin Meyer’s comparison of the scholarship on magic to riding a rather
rickety bicycle; we continue to make progress in understanding ancient magic as we pedal forward working
with the evidence, but every once in a while, we need to stop and do some maintenance on the bicycle itself,
our definition of the category of magic. The definition will always be a bit rickety, but if we spend all our time
and energy trying to fix it up, we will never make any progress” (Edmonds, 2019, p. 5).

101 T also follow Edmonds (2019, p. 10) in defining “ritual” “very broadly as symbolic action, which may
include speech, gesture, movement, or other kinds of symbolic actions.”

102 Fowden (1993, pp. 82-84) mentions a section from the Great Magical Papyrus of Paris (PGM 4.475-750)
containing a rite that, despite its immediate, tangible objective of divine revelation, contains mystery language
and other elements that in antiquity would not necessarily be labelled as ‘magic’: “the notion of
immortalization, and the allusion to the initiate’s finding himself on the edge of bodily extinction, remind one
perforce of the rituals of death and rebirth in which certain of the mystery religions culminated” (ibid., p. 84 —
see Reitzenstein, 1910). Likewise, rituals deemed valid by Neoplatonist philosophers have been called
‘theurgy” when they could easily be labelled as ‘magic’ by others (see discussion in Edmonds, 2019, pp. 314-
377).

103 For a more intricate definition of magic, as well as a critical and detailed scholarship review and
investigation of definitions of magic focussed mainly on ancient Greco-Roman evidence, see Edmonds (2019,
pp. 1-34).

104 See n. 69.
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of Paris (PGM 4.2289-2290 and 96-97, respectively; see above).1% More specifically, there
are also many points of connection between magic and Hermetism.% In fact, an excerpt of
enchantments from the Augustan period (Brashear, 1979, p. 261; Maltomini, 1988, p. 247)
is considered one of the earliest pieces of evidence for Hermetism (P. Berol. 21243 = PGM

122):107

EEayoyn| Enddv €k Tiic evpebeiong &v Hiiov{c} molet &v 1} iepd POPAmL THL KaAOVLUEVY
‘Epuod év tdn advtot Aiyvrrtiolg ypaupacty kal diepunvevdéviov Exlnvikois. (P. Berol.
21243 1-5)

An excerpt of enchantments from the holy book called Hermes’, found in Heliopolis in the
innermost shrine of the temple, written in Egyptian letters and translated into Greek.

This has some parallels with the Hermetic corpus. The description of the “Hermes” book as
sacred (iep@) coincides with how Hermes addresses the books he wrote in the Koré Kosmou
(& iepai BiProt, TdV 4eOapTOV ol TeTEDYOTE poV YEpdY, CH 23 8.13-14; see above). The
fact that the book of spells mentioned above was found (gbpebeiong) in the innermost temple
(év tan advTw) is reminiscent of the Koré Kosmou prediction that people will seek to
discover which nature is inside the sacred innermost temples (éminticovowv Kol tig
EVOOTEP® TMV lepdV GAdOTOV @Volg vmhpyel, CH 23 45.12-13; see above). As for the
translation from Egyptian into Greek, in a passage from CH 16, Asclepius says that his

teacher Hermes would tell him (‘Eppufic... 6 d1840k0aAd¢ pov, TOAAAKIS Hot S1OAEYOUEVOG,

105 But it must be said that the Isis-Thoth connection through magic long precedes the time when Hermes’
identification with Thoth was common. One already finds it in papyri of the New Kingdom where Isis and
Thoth “shared the epithet ‘great of magic’” (Bortolani, 2016, p. 264 n. 175). In the Metternich Stela (ca. 360-
343 BCE), Thoth comes “equipped with his magic” (Allen, 2005, p. 57) in response to Isis’ cry for help in the
face of Horus’ nearly dying; Thoth says that “the magic of his mother Isis” is among the things that protect
Horus (ibid.).

106 See RHT 1:283-308; Fowden (1993, pp. 79-87).

107 The text of this particular magical papyrus is that of Brashear (1979). All translations of the PGM are Betz
(1992), occasionally modified.
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16 1) that when the Greeks later desire to translate his books from Egyptian into their own
language, his writings will suffer a great distortion and a lack of clarity (t®v ‘EAAvov
votepov Povindéviav v Nuetépav didhektov gig TV 1diav pebepunvedoat, ... Eoton TAV
yeypoppévov peyiot dtouotpoen te Koi dodpeia, 16 1).108

In the second century CE, one finds significant evidence for overlaps between magic
and Hermetism in Apuleius’ Apologia, where the author defends himself against accusations
of being a practitioner of magic. Apuleius is accused of having a statuette made in secret for
malevolent magical purposes (quod me aiunt ad magica maleficia occulta fabrica, Apol.
61.2), an image which allegedly had the aspect of a skeleton (cum sit sceleti forma, ibid.)
and which would have been addressed by Apuleius in Greek as Boaotievg (ibid).1%° Apuleius
claims that the statuette was not made in secret, but by the hands of a well-known artist
named Saturninus, and that it actually depicts an image of Mercury carved out of wood:*°
having had the piece brought from his accommodation, he urges the audience to see how it
does not look like a skeleton (Apol. 63.4-5) and addresses his accuser, Aemilianus, in the

following way:

At tibi, Aemiliane, pro isto mendacio duit deus iste superum et inferum commeator
utrorumque deorum malam gratiam, semperque obvias species mortuorum, quidquid
umbrarum est usquam, quidquid lemurum, quicquid manium, quicquid larvarum, oculis tuis
oggerat, omnia noctium occursacula, omnia bustorum formidamina, omnia sepulchrorum
terriculamenta, a quibus tamen aevo et merito haud longe abes. (Apol. 64.1-2)

But as for you, Aemilianus, may that god, the intermediary between the upper and lower
worlds, repay you for that lie with the ill will of the gods above and below; may he ever
bring dead men’s forms to meet your eyes, every shade, phantom, specter, ghost that ever
was, every apparition of the night, every horror of the pyre, every terror of the graveyard, to
all of which your age and just deserts have brought you near.!'!

108 Asclepius later justifies the distortion his texts would undergo on the basis of properties particular to the
Egyptian words (t@v Aiyvrtiov... dvopdtov, CH 16 2).

109 Many thanks to Emilia Savva for referring me to this passage.

110 Nock (1929, p. 227) suggests that this wooden statue of Mercury shares the same magical background as
the wooden statue of Eros mentioned in PGM 4.1840ff., produced and used in a magical preparation to obtain
a mapedpog that would assist the magician in love affairs and send dreams.

111 Text and translation Jones (2017).
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Although Apuleius does not explicitly admit a connection between Hermes-Mercury and
magic, the above passage suggests otherwise: Apuleius recurs to Mercury’s authority in
order to throw a curse at Aemilianus.'*? The passage indeed portrays a much darker Hermes
than the Homeric one who, despite also being connected to the underworld, is often
portrayed in a more light-hearted, even humorous light (e.g. the Homeric Hymn to Hermes
and Odyssey 8.339-343). Furthermore, the accusation that Apuleius would address this
Mercury statuette as Boociléo. might suggest a belief in Hermes-Mercury “not merely as
patron of magic and learning, but also as ruler of the whole universe — as Hermes

Trismegistus (though he does not use the title)” (Fowden, 1993, p. 199).113

One also finds explicit allusions to magic in the Koré Kosmou. When the Craftsman
is creating the souls as per an alchemical procedure (see above), he unites the substances
with certain secret spells (netd tvov Ememvicemv kport®v evdoas... CH 23 14.25). A bit
further on, he mixes the remaining elements — water and earth — and utters equally secret
sayings over them (ta Aowtd t@v otoryeimv... piog, HVOwpP kol yijv, kol Tvog Opoimg
Kpumtovg énemmv Adyovg, CH 23 18.12-14) and thus moulds the signs of the zodiac in
human form (t& avOpwmoeidii tdv (Hhov Siémlace, 18.17-18).114 Finally, towards the end of
the same text, Isis repeats to Horus a type of aretalogy of herself and Osiris made by Hermes
(see Festugiere, 1948), in which he states: “these [i.e. Isis and Osiris] are the ones who

contrived the ( ) of the prophets, perfect in all respects, (...) in order that philosophy and

112 gee Gaisser, 2008, p. 16, who refers to Abt (1967, pp. 303-306) for parallels between Apuleius’ curses and
passages from the magical papyri.

113 1n a spell where the magician refers to their own procedure of invoking and drawing down the moon as
magic (payeing tijg éuflg, PGM 4.2320), the magician says: “To Hermes, leader of the gods, you promised
to contribute to this rite” (§vevoog Epufj, T@® 0e®dv apynyétn, gig tvde v npa&v cupPoreiv, PGM 4.2330).
114 pliny says that astrology is one of the crafts that have been incorporated in magic (Plin. HN 30.1.1-2).
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magic may nourish the soul” (ovtot... 10 8v 8mact téletov { ) 1V TpoENTAY £TEXVAGAVTO. ..
va rAoco@io pev kai payeio yoynv tpéen, 68.6-9).

When it comes to alchemy and magic specifically, Edmonds (2019, p. 273) has
recently reminded us of something of paramount importance regarding the editorial history
of both traditions. The alchemical Leiden and Stockholm Papyri (see Introduction) seem to
come from the same cache of papyri as the Greco-Egyptian magical papyri; in fact, PGM 5a
is a loose page found in the middle of the Stockholm papyrus.t'® Less incidental evidence is
the fact that PGM 7.167-86 has, under the title “Democritus’ ‘table gimmicks’”, a very short
recipe “to make bronzeware look like it’s made of gold”*® — a technique for metal alteration
is attributed to a name that has been associated to alchemy from a very early period (see
Introduction). Even more tellingly, Preisendanz considers that these two alchemical papyri
were written by the same hand that wrote PGM 13 (see PGM vol. 2:86), a magical papyrus
that will feature some parallels with alchemical texts in the following chapters. All this
indicates that the separation of the Leiden and the Stockholm papyri from the magical papyri
in editorial terms could be misleading in accentuating a distinction between alchemical and
magical traditions that is not necessarily representative of how they were perceived in
antiquity. Edmonds (2019, p. 273) laments: “nothing [...] shows so clearly the impact of
modern scholarly categorizations on the study of the ancient materials for magic than this
segregation of the alchemical texts from other magical texts written in the same hand.”

Hopefully the earlier discussion on defining ‘magic’ will prevent the above from
being perceived as a simplistic argument that alchemy and magic were unequivocally the
same thing in antiquity. On the contrary, as the third chapter will show, the alchemist

Zosimus uses the term payeia in his On the Letter Omega precisely when discussing views

115 Halleux (1981, p. 6), Betz (1992, p. | n. 13) and Brashear (1995, p. 3403). Cf. detailed analysis in Dosoo
(2016).
16 Anpoxpitov moiyvia- T yodkd xpuod totfico paivesdat. (PGM 7.167-68)
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attributed to the Persian magus Zoroaster that he considers inadequate (or, to put it in his
terms, pretentious and unnecessary).!'’ In this case, more important than focussing on
categorisation is taking note of the fact that there were persons in antiquity interested and/or
engaging in activities that can be easily associated with alchemical and magical traditions
alike, i.e. that the evidence points to a common milieu. The passage in Zosimus only
reinforces the possibility that such persons and milieux existed, even if it shows that they
are not representative of all practitioners of alchemy at that time.!8

It seems quite likely that the anonymous author of Isis to Horus was among such
persons. The close reading above has already mentioned how adjurations of the sort found
in the epistle are common in the magical papyri, and how its peculiar structure occurs in a
magical ritual from the Cyranides. These parallels, however, are not just at a linguistic level:
Mertens (1983-4, pp. 96-97; 1988, pp. 10-18) shows that one finds noticeable similarities in
the way the entities adjured are portrayed in Isis to Horus and magical texts. Hence, the
occurrence of a recipe for metal alteration attributed to Democritus with no clear sign of
magical activity in the magical papyri and of parallels with magical texts in a predominantly
alchemical and Hermetic letter seems like two sides of the same coin: persons with more
than a single interest, dabbling in different but entangled traditions and unpretentiously
meshing them together in their writings.

In fact, this eclectic milieu’s attitude towards texts could help explain why the
adjurations section fits so unsatisfactorily with the rest of Isis to Horus. Fowden (1993, p.
85) mentions how a magical papyrus contains a prayer markedly different from what had

preceded, thus looking as though “it has been borrowed from elsewhere and incorporated

117 This comes not long after a passage where he condemns those who recur to astrological calculations and
their personal daimon in order to succeed in their procedures (On the Letter Omega 2-3) — a practice that falls
under the definition of magic used in the present thesis. Pliny mentions Zoroaster as a pioneer of magic (HN
30.2.3).

118 See also Edmonds (2019, pp. 306-307).
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regardless of stylistic considerations”. The prayer happens to occur in the philosophical
Hermetica at the end of Asclepius.'’® Fowden considers this instance no surprise, as
“magicians were adept with scissors and paste” (ibid.): it can be considered part of “a process
well known in the magical and analogous literature, where prayers and hymns circulated
freely and might be re-used many times, losing in the process most of their original
associations” (ibid.). It is quite possible that the adjurations in Isis to Horus involve some
level of borrowing of bits of texts detached from their larger contexts.

These reflections add more texture to a connection with magic in Isis to Horus
outside the adjuration section, namely the physical description of Amnael and a passage

from PGM 7 mentioned in the close reading above, now quoted more extensively:

ovelpotntov ITvBayopov k[ai] Anuokpitov dvelpduavtig pabnuotikds. O gicepyoduevog
&yyerog Ao drotétokton Kai MG VoteToyuévog N eicépyetal, obtwg &v ilov Gov, ob
yvopilels, oynuatt gicépyetal, &xov aotépa EKAoUTpov Eml TiG KEPUATG, TOTE O Kol
mopvov icépyetan Exov dotépav. Aafov odv kAadov daevng émiypayov gig EkacTov
@VAAOV Ldoov kivwaPapet (kai to Gvopo antod tod {Eiov TPocVITOYPAP®V), EGTEUUEVOC.
kol abtn N Tpd&ig £[v]0eog- 610 &v otépvorg Exmv Ta VT Epod ool dNAwBEVTa Kal pHETH TNV
amolvoty tod Biov oD Euod ocimg Tpdéag Emtevén.

(...)

EMmV aépog duopkod EmBvwvy Aioavov Aéye TOV AOyov:

¢ gmucododpai [o]e, dye dyyele ZilavPro amod tfig Metddog téé[e]wg, N vrotétatar Kol
dovievelg (elg) Gmavta (...). d10 mapokoAd, ivo thyel EAOnte &v Tfi vukti tavTy Kol
dAdonté pot, mepl OV 0éLm, capds kai PePaing. (...) 310 mopokodd oe &v TodT TH VUKTI,
Kol TAVTa POt dNAMONG Kot ToLg Vvoug € akpiPeiog, dyyeie Zilovpiw.” (PGM 7.795-
841)

Pythagoras’ request for a dream oracle and Democritus’ dream divination:

The entering angel is subordinate to the sun, and as subordinate to the sun he enters — so he
enters in the form of your friend whom you recognise, with a shining star upon his head, and
sometimes he enters having a fiery star. Take, then, a branch of laurel, and inscribe in each
leaf a sign of the Zodiac with cinnabar, having crowned yourself [with it]. (Also write its
name in front of the sign of the Zodiac). This rite is divine. Hence, keep in your breast the
things revealed to you by me and after the parting of my life, if you perform them devoutly
you will be successful.

(...)

Having come when it is evening, while burning frankincense, speak this formula:

119 Asclepius is the Latin translation of the Greek Perfect Discourse, which survived only in fragments (see
Nock & Festugiére, CH 2:275-277 and Fowden, 1993, pp. 9-10). Two Coptic texts from the Nag Hammadi
Library, The Prayer of Thanksgiving (NHC 6.7) and Excerpt from the Perfect Discourse (NHC 6.8) also derive
from the Greek original. The Prayer of Thanksgiving contains the prayer that occurs in the magical papyrus.
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“I call upon you, holy angel ZIZAUBIO, from the company of the Pleiades to whom you
are subordinate and serve for all things (....). Hence I call upon you all that you may come
quickly in this night, and reveal to me clearly and firmly, concerning those matters | desire.
(...) Hence, I call upon you in this night, and may you reveal all things to me in sleep with
accuracy, O angel ZIZAUBIO”.

Similarly to what happens in Isis to Horus, the user of the spell is associated with a desire
for acquiring knowledge from an angel (... TopokaA®, iva tdyel EXOnTE. .. Kol Snhodonté
pot mepi oV 0éhm; cf. muvBdvesdor Boviopévn TV Tod YPLGOD Koi APYHPOL KUTOGKELNY,
Isis to Horus 1.3.12-13). The user of the spell should also specify how such knowledge
should be transmitted (cap®dg kai BePaimg... €n’ daxpieiog — and so in Isis to Horus 4.29-
31: mv... puotnpiev Tapadoocty Aphoves kai ainbadc toontat). There is also a suggestion
of secrecy when it is said that the revealed content is to be kept inside one’s heart (&v
otépvoig). These similarities gain significance when the ritual is attributed to Democritus, a
name not only long associated with alchemical writings, but now occurring a second time in
the magical papyri in a passage containing links with alchemical literature. The only
difference is that, when describing the angel’s appearance, the epistle uses the more general

term “sign” (onpeiov) and the magical papyrus is more specific, saying “star” (dotépar).

However, another magical papyrus uses both terms together when describing an

angel’s arrival, and brings more connections with Isis to Horus:

£otal 6¢ oot eNuEToVY £V TayeL TowoD[10- dothp aibw]v kateAbav otioetat £ig LEGOV TOD SOUATOC
kai kot Spfua koza]yv[6]ev 10 doTpov, dbpnoeig, Ov Exdiecog dyyehov teppd[évra cloi, Oedv
3¢ Poviag cvvtopwmg yvaen. (PGM 1.74-77)

At once there will be a sign for you like this: [A blazing star] will descend and come to a stop*?°
in the middle of the house, and when the star [has dissolved] before your eyes, you will behold

120 This description of the sign-star stopping is reminiscent of the star stopping over where Jesus was in
Matthew 2:9 (kai 1500 6 dotip, OV ldov &v Tij dvatold], Tpofjyev avTodg Emg A0V E0T60N Emdvem oD TV TO
noudiov); the wrapped baby lying in a crib is called a onueiov in Luke 2:12. See discussion of a late antique
shared cultural backdrop below.
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the angel whom you have summoned and who has been sent [to you], and you will quickly come
to know!?! the decisions of the gods.

Here, the star-sign stands for the angel himself rather than a part of his body. Similar to
Amnael in Isis to Horus and Zizaubio in PGM 7.795-841, the angel is here presented as a
knowledge source (“come to know”, yvion). A bit further on in the same papyrus, the
reciting of a spell to Selene is said to be followed by a star coming down from heaven and
becoming a god,*?> who is shortly after referred to as an angel (PGM 1.172 and 177). The
instructions end with a plea for secrecy that will sound familiar to the reader: “Therefore
share these things with no one except [your] legitimate son alone when he asks you for
the magic powers imparted by us” (tadto odv pndevi mapadidov, £i pn poéve [colv

~123

ioywv®** vi@® cov a&odvtt ta [map’] nudv pndévra évepy[n]uata, PGM 1.192-194).

Mertens (1988, p. 19) draws attention to the similarity between this passage and
Amnael’s request to Isis mentioned previously (mapfyyeidev undevi petadidovar i pn udvov
tékvo, Isis to Horus 6.1.41-42) in relation to the Cyranides passage (un odv petddog ...
HOVoV 8¢ TEKVOLC. .. petddog ov, Cyranides Prol. 8-10 [14 Kaimakis]) also mentioned above.
The parallels are again striking, appearing in syntax (all three commands, direct or indirect),
vocabulary (et un povolet un povov/udvov), semantics (vid/tékvoltékvolg), and
morphology and collocation (compounds of éidou followed by dative). While the
difficulties of dating any of these texts with precision make it extremely challenging for one

to claim which, or in fact if any of the three contained the original version of the statement,

121 The translation of yvdon as “come to know” is my own adaptation of the translation in Betz (1992).

122 radta einwv dyer Tvi dotépa &k Tod (odpavod) kot’ dAiyov dvaAivopevov kai Ogomot[o]op[e]lvov (PGM
1.154-155).

123 Betz (1992, p. 8 n. 37) observes: “Preisendanz’s reading ictv@ vi is doubtful because the term is nowhere
else attested (see his apparatus ad loc.). The word may reflect an Egyptian or Semitic idiom (‘son of your own
loins’), an idiom formed in Greek from the word ioyiov (hips). The Egyptian term is more general, however,
and refers to ‘part of the body’”. Further references are given by Betz (ibid.).
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these parallels point to a flexible formula that was common to and adapted by Hermetists,
alchemists, and magicians alike — another indication of cultural kinship among these groups.

Nonetheless, one must be careful not to talk about these movements as an undefined
mass of ‘occult knowledge’. Just as Isis to Horus acknowledges the neighbouring milieu of
Hermetism but makes choices that keep it slightly apart from it, its features of the descending
angel motif shared with the magical papyri are explored rather differently. For while the
angels in the magical papyri appear first and foremost in descriptions of spells and rites,
showing mainly a concern with “the magical action”,'?* Amnael is woven into a fantastical
personal narrative. The rather specific similarities with some angels from the PGM serve the
very different purpose of bringing a story to life by mentioning its every detail; what is

instruction there is intriguing drama here.

(iii) Jewish magic and scripture (1 Enoch)

An investigation of the theme of angelic revelation would be incomplete without its obvious
Jewish associations.'?®> While “angelic revelations are attested in nearly all literary genres
among post-exilic writings” (Beyerle, 2007, p. 208), the present discussion focusses on
magical and prophetic texts that are particularly relevant to Isis to Horus. The main objective
is to bring out what is (and what is not) particular about the use of the theme of angelic
revelation in Isis to Horus for a better understanding of its general late antique “cultural
backdrop” — a notion borrowed from Hoffman (1981) that will prove to be key to all the

alchemical texts addressed in the present thesis:

Instead of viewing society as a series of already sharply defined conflicting religious groups,
vying with each other, | suggest a model in which all are presumed to share equally in a
generally pervasive cultural backdrop. This cultural backdrop is what everyone takes as

124 Fowden (1993, p. 87).
125 See Origen Contra Celsum 41.
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normative, and within which everyone takes some stand or another. In their liturgy, people
declare themselves to stand within the commonly accepted boundaries of the religious
enterprise, sharing certain generally accepted cultural characteristics along with everyone
else — that is, censoring themselves in; at the same time they preserve the boundaries of their
own integrity by censoring out those cultural characteristics which they have chosen not to
accept. (Hoffman, 1981, p. 22)*%

This notion is also extremely important for avoiding a one-sided discussion that
underplays a Judeo-Christian presence in both the Greco-Egyptian magical papyri and the
origins of alchemy. It was briefly exemplified in the previous section by the take on the
Annunciation scene found in the ‘Mary Silk’ and its possible thematic links with Isis to
Horus, but can easily be identified elsewhere. For instance, Edmonds (2019, p. 36) observes
that “Iao, the Greek rendering of the Hebrew Jehovah, is the deity most often mentioned
within the Greek Magical Papyri”. While no unambiguously Jewish primary sources of early
alchemy survive (see Grimes, 2018, p. 110), Zosimus often alludes to the ‘Hebrews’ and
their presence in the field (e.g. On the Letter Omega discussed in Chapter I11), sometimes
with particular reference to Jewish material (e.g. when Zosimus explicitly says that he found
a description of an apparatus in “the Jewish books”, Bifrovg... &v taic Tovdaikaic, Mem. 8
2.17-18; see also the Final Count in RHT 1:363-368).12" Mary the Jewess appears as a
particularly appreciated pioneer in terms of alchemical instruments (e.g. Mem. 7).128

It is now time to turn to the Jewish magical literature that provides important
contextual links with Isis to Horus. There are two main bodies of work to be considered,

namely the Hekhalot literature and especially the magical handbook Sepher ha-Razim.

126 This same model of society informs Lesses’s (1996, p. 45) discussion of Jewish and Greco-Egyptian
adjurations.

127 For a French translation, see RHT 1:275-281.

128 Arguably, Zosimus only mentions Maria in technical rather than religious remarks, making it difficult to
infer his predecessor’s background. Olympiodorus (see Introduction), however, makes the following
quotation: “Maria says elsewhere: do not care to touch it with your hands; you are not of the race of Abraham;
and if you are not of our race...” (uf] 0éhe yavs yepoiv- odk €l yévoug APpapaiov- koi €l pny €l €k Tod
vévoug nudv..., CAAG Gr. 103.4-6). See full discussion in Grimes (2018, pp. 156-167) and Patai (1994) with
further references and bibliography.
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‘Hekhalot literature’ is how scholars refer to Jewish texts from the third to the eighth
centuries CE from Babylonia and Palestine that contain “ascetic preparations and directions
for rituals of adjuration to bring angels down from heaven and teach wisdom to human
beings” (Lesses, 1996, pp. 42-43). Although these might at first seem geographically (and
to some extent chronologically) remote for the early alchemical corpus, scholars have long
argued for links between the Hekhalot literature and the closer-to-home adjurations from the
PGM.'?® The Sefer ha-Razim, in turn, presents itself as a book given to Noah by the angel
Raziel, and dates from the late third-early fourth century (see Morgan, 1983, pp. 8-11) Egypt
or Palestine (Lesses, ibid., p. 43) and has also been shown to engage with the PGM.1%
There are some aspects of how angels are talked about in Isis to Horus that can
tighten their connection with Jewish traditions. One aspect is mentioned by Mertens (1983-
4, pp. 73-74), who drew attention to the fact that the first, nameless angel in Isis to Horus
was among those who spent their time in the first firmament (twva t@v év 1®d npdTO
otepeduatt StTpiPoviav, Eva tdv dyyélwv, Isis to Horus 1.2.8-9). While she agrees with
Festugiére in seeing this notion as a Jewish trait,'3! the examples of such use of ctepedpo
are from a passage from the Hermetic corpus (CH 26 1) that does not feature angels and
from a spell from a Carthaginian lead tablet from the third century CE (which nonetheless
contains an adjuration: opkilm oe TOV B0V TOV T0D devTépPov oTEpedpartoc; Audollent 242).
Yet the notion of angels occupying different firmaments is a structural feature of Sepher ha-
Razim, according to which there are seven firmaments occupied by different quantities of

angelic figures that the reader is taught to adjure in order to attain their goals.

129 See bibliography in Lesses (1996, p. 44, esp. n. 11), who quotes Smith (1963, p. 150): “much of the celestial
personnel of the hekhalot is found also in the magical papyri and in Gnosticism. Not only have the papyri and
the Gnostics taken over Hebrew names, but the hekhalot have taken over Greek names and sometimes have
even taken back Greek corruptions of names which were originally Hebrew”. A clear example of the magical
papyri taking angelic names from the Hekhalot tradition that Lesses mentions is PGM 35 (ibid., p. 59).

130 esses (1996, p. 44), who refers to detailed comparisons made by Margalioth (1966), pp. 1-16.

131 Festugiére makes this comment (referring to Dodd, 1935) in his annotated translation of CH 26. This text
is also a dialogue between Isis and Horus.
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Another important aspect also mentioned by Mertens (ibid., p. 75) is the fact that
Amnael appears when “the sun is halfway through its course” (tod fAiov pécov dpopovt3
nowovvtog, Isis to Horus 3.1.22-23), i.e. at midday (ibid.). As mentioned before, Mertens
argues for a pervasive belief in astrology, alchemy and magic that this time of the day
“@tait... favorable aux Operations magiques et propice a 1’activité des forces surnaturelles”

(ibid. with further references); but the angels of Sepher Ha-Razim also have a notably strong

association with the sun®®3 and, what is more, with knowledge and secrecy:

I adjure you O sun that shines on the earth, in the name of the angels who make men of
knowledge understand and comprehend wisdom and secrets, that you will do what I ask and
make known to me what will be in this year — do not conceal a thing from me. (Morgan,
1983, p. 30)

The association seems to be at its strongest in the fourth firmament, “the lovely bridal
chamber of the sun” (Morgan, 1983, p. 67), where “the angels surround him (the sun) and
lead him during the day” (ibid.). One particular adjuration taps into the symbolism of

knowledge revelations occurring during the day:

I adjure you, angels that fly through the air of the firmament, by the One who sees but is not
seen, by the King who uncovers all hidden things and sees all secret things, by the God who
knows what is in darkness, and who transforms the shadows into morning, and who
illumines the night as the day, before whom all secrets are as clear as the sun, for whom
there is nothing too difficult. (Morgan, 1983, p. 70)

132 See n. 50 above.
133 There is at least one instance of a great angel being identified with the sun: “I beseech thee O great angel

who art called ‘sun’” (Morgan, ibid., p. 56).
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The brightest moment of the day thus seems like the best one for Isis’ searched-for mysteries
to come into the light.*3*

One last comment to be made concerns the adjuration as an action. In the PGM, in
the Hekhalot literature, and in Sepher Ha-Razim, these adjurations are always a way to make
the angel or divine entity to appear to the adjurers for their ends to be met. The different
ways in which the divine figure is requested (such as verbal formulas, the listing of a series
of names, and voces magicae), Lesses (1996, p. 52) argues, “display a performative use of
language”: it seems that the adjuring power lies in a special act of speaking rather than the
speech’s meaning or lack thereof, as if there was something intrinsically magical attached
to it. The adjuration thus appears as a rather flexible ritualistic action to be adapted and
employed in various contexts, i.e. to be in the fabric of the shared “cultural backdrop”
mentioned earlier. In fact, Lesses (ibid., p. 59) concludes that the similarities that she
observes among Greco-Egyptian and Jewish adjurations “stem from the common
phenomenon of revelatory adjuration in late antiquity, in which all three types of adjuration
participate, rather than originating in a particular Greek, Egyptian, or Jewish cultural
framework”. On a more general note, it seems that the non-normative status of magic has
been a particularly productive sphere for cultural exchanges that would occur less freely in
a more normalised one.

Yet when it comes to the general storyline of Isis to Horus, it is with the Jewish
scriptural text 1 Enoch that the most interesting parallels occur. In fact, Syncellus provides
the Zosimus quotation about angels uniting with women right after quoting a long passage
from 1 Enoch, an Old Testament text of a very complex nature.*3® It is a collection of works

scattered in different languages (Aramaic, Greek and Ethiopic) and periods in time

134 With regard to the hymns from the PGM, Bortolani (2016, p. 349) observes that “most of the expressions
and vocabulary that can be traced back with certainty to Judaeo-Christian literature appear to be clustered in
the solar hymns”.

135 Although normally referred to as an apocryphal work, 1 Enoch is part of the Jewish canon in Ethiopia.
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(Lightfoot, 2007, p. 71). Scholars have also argued either for a Hebrew original*3® or for
parts of it to have been originally written in Hebrew, but in the absence of any Hebrew
textual evidence (e.g. Charles, 1913, vol. 2 pp. 171-177), this is all based on linguistic
analysis of how the text has been transmitted in other languages. The latest and most
developed version of 1 Enoch, in Ethiopic, displays a pentateuchal form containing the Book
of Watchers, the Astronomical Book, the Book of Dreams, the Epistle and the Parables.
While a detailed account of such a complicated textual transmission goes way
beyond the scope of the present thesis, the complexity of the matter calls for a bit of
contextualisation.'®” Seven Aramaic manuscripts “dating from the beginning of the second
century BCE (or perhaps the end of the third) to the Herodian period” (Knibb, 2009, p. 60)
among the so-called ‘Dead Sea Scrolls’ contain parts of the Book of the Watchers, the Book
of Dream Visions, the Epistle of Enoch and the Astronomical Book, and provide evidence
for the “unambiguously Jewish” (ibid.) origin of 1 Enoch.'*® The Greek evidence is more
scattered: the Oxyrhynchus Papyrus 2069 frs. 1 and 2 (early fourth century CE)!3® may
contain small parts of the Book of Dream Visions, and fr. 3 parts of the Astronomical Book;4°

the Chester Beatty-Michigan Papyrus (fourth century) contains the Epistle of Enoch

136 See hibliography in Charles (1913, vol. 2 p. 171), who had shared the same view before revisiting it in this
same publication.

137 For a detailed and scholarly account of the Aramaic, Greek, and Ethiopic versions and how they relate to
one another, see Knibb (2009, pp. 36-55). For a text and translation of the Aramaic evidence, see Milik (1976);
for the Greek text known at the time, see Black (1970) — but Knibb (2009, p. 62 n. 20) mentions mistakes in
the edition; for an edition of the Ethiopic, see Knibb (1978).

138 For the Christian transmission and interpretation of 1 Enoch, especially in Ethiopic, see Knibb (2009, pp.
56-76).

139 When Hunt first published the fragments in 1927, they were given no further identification than as
‘apocalyptic fragments’ (Chesnutt, 2010, p. 485) and were dated to the late fourth century CE. It was only
decades later that Milik (1971) identified their connections with 1 Enoch; almost a century later, Chesnutt
(2010, p. 487) also observed the “‘severe style’ of script that peaked in the third century and degenerated in
the fourth. The palacographic affinities of the fragments”, he explains, “are with the latest stages of this style
and fit best in the early rather than the late fourth century”.

140 Milik (1971) argued that fr. 1 and 2 belonged to a different codex from fr. 3, a view very well challenged
by Chesnutt (ibid.). Fr. 3 is too small to be associated with the Astronomical Book without a doubt, but if that
is the case, and if Chesnutt (2010, p. 2010) is right in proposing that the three fragments ““share a codicological
context (...), there are significant implications for the evolutionary history of the Enochic corpus” (ibid.), as
they would represent “our only evidence in any language prior to the Ethiopic compilation that the
Astronomical Book was combined with another of the works that comprise what is now called 1 Enoch” (p.
504).
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(chapters 105 and 108 missing); the Gizeh codex, also known as the Akhmim manuscript
(sixth or the end of the fifth century CE), and extracts in Syncellus’ Chronography (early
ninth century CE) have parts of the Book of the Watchers; another extract of the Book of
Dream Visions is found in the margin of the Codex Vaticanus Gr. 1809 (eleventh century).
Finally, the already mentioned Ethiopic version is attested in at least fifty manuscripts
(Knibb, 2009, p. 52) spanning from the fifteenth up to the twentieth century. The
transformation that the text underwent during this striking process is best summarised by

Knibb:

The changes evident in the Greek and the Ethiopic are not simply the kind of changes that
naturally occur when texts are translated and copied over many centuries, but reflect a
process of redaction, and the Ethiopic Book of Enoch represents at the oldest a fifth-sixth
century translation of a Greek text that came into existence in the first century C.E.; they
represent (a) new edition(s) of the original Aramaic. (Knibb, 2009, p. 55)

The passage mentioned by Syncellus belongs to the part known as the Book of
Watchers. While his account dates from the ninth century and the one from the Gizeh codex
from the late fifth or sixth, one of the Aramaic fragments containing some of the Book of
Watchers (4QEn?) dates from the early second century BCE,*! and may have been copied
from an even earlier version, “dating from the third century at the very least” (Milik, 1976,
p. 141).142 The story is one of angels who come down to earth, take human women as wives

and teach them a number of arts. The text from the Gizeh codex goes as follows: 43

Kol &yévero Otav EmAnOvvOnocav oi viol t@v avBpodnwv, &v Ekelvalg Toic MUEPUIS
gyevvnOnoay (avtoic) Buyatépeg dpaion kal kolai. kol £0edoavto adtag ol dyyeAol vioi

141 See Lightfoot, 2007, p. 72 n. 84, who refers to VanderKam (1984, pp. 111-114) and the paleographical
analysis in Milik (1976, pp. 139-141).

142 Milik’s statement is based on orthographical and phonetic features of the text (ibid.).

143 Mertens (1983-4, pp. 64-66) displays the versions of the Gizeh Papyrus and the one transmitted in Syncellus
side by side. The text is Flemming & Radermacher (1901, 22-26).
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ovpavod, Kol Enedouncav adTdc (...) kol Elafov Eavtoic yovaikag (...) Kol E61da&av adTis
Qoppokeiog Kol €maotdag kol priotopiog kol tag fotavag EdMAmcay avtaic. (...) £didatev
ToVg avOpamovg AlamA payaipag motelv kai 6mAa kol domidog kol Odpakag kol vVrédeEev
aOTOoig TO péTaAla kai Ty Epyaciav odTdv Kol yéla kol kospovg kol otifeict*t koi 1o
KaAMPAEQapOV Kol movToiovug AiBovg EkdekTong Kol T0, faQIKA.

And when the sons of men multiplied, it happened in those days that they begot youthful
and beautiful daughters. And the angels, sons of the sky, saw them, and desired them (...).
And they took them as wives for themselves (...) and taught them the use of drugs, spells,
the cutting of roots and showed them plants. (...) And Azael taught humankind how to make
daggers, weapons and shields and breastplates, and he showed them metals'*® and
metalwork, and bracelets, ornaments, antimony, paint for the eyelids, and all sorts of select
stones and tinctures.

The combination of components of the tale (angels seeing women from above, desiring them
and teaching them a number of crafts which include metal work and possibly magic) is too
close to the story in Isis to Horus to be but a coincidence — a fact long acknowledged by
Scott (Hermetica 4:149-150), Festugiére (RHT 1:254-60) and others. Syncellus’ version of
the passage is even closer to the alchemical epistle, as he specifically mentions works on
gold and silver.1#¢ The resemblance of the names of the angels of each story (alpha +
phonetic consonant cluster + nA: AlonA - ApvonA; see n. 78), as well as their association
with metalwork, makes the connection even more compelling.

The link with The Book of Watchers clearly reinforces the characterisation of
alchemy as a iepa téyvn. While metal work in itself may not be sacred, it belongs to a
tradition according to which its acquisition depends upon divine beings. Mertens (1983-4,
p. 69) interprets this Enochic element as a concern among alchemists for attaching their craft
“aune origine illustre et digne de foi, espérant par la donner plus d’autorité a leurs ouvrages”
(ibid.). The connection also illuminates the characterisation of Isis as a ‘prophetess’ at the

very beginning of the epistle. While the opening lines of the text clearly situate Isis and

144 Mertens (1983-4, p. 65 with further bibliography) points out that otipeic is a strange form; she argues that
it must be the accusative plural of 16/6 otip, an orthographical variation of otiput.

145 “Mines” is also a possible translation for uétaila.

146 AZanA (...) €6idage (...) 10 ypuciov mdg Epydomviol, Koi TOMowoty odTd koéoua Toig yovanéi, kol Tov
apyvpov (Syncellus, Chron. 21).
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Horus in their authoritative Egyptian mythological framework, the development of the
narrative lowers Isis’ status to a quasi-human condition in her being less knowledgeable than
the angels.'*” This finds resonance in the prophetic tradition to which 1 Enoch belongs: we
know of both pagan and Judaeo-Christian representations of the Sibyl (Lightfoot, 2007, p.
16) as a figure “between God and man” (ibid., p. 73) — not unlike Enoch himself (ibid.).14®
This “betwixt and between” status (ibid., p. 16) is particularly appealing to transmitting
knowledge both sacred and technical: while prophetic literature by definition presents itself
as dependent upon the divine, its function is first and foremost to inform humans on matters
that affect them: very much like magic and oracles.4°

While Zosimus’ attribution of the story to multiple books by Hermes (“Hermes also
mentioned this in his Physica, and nearly every one of his texts, manifest and hidden,
mentioned this”, ‘Epufig €v t0ig puoikoic, Kol oyedov dmag Adyog pavepdg Kol AmOKPLPOG
todto éuvnuovevoe, Syncellus, Chron. 24) could be seen as an indication that the alchemist
indeed knew Isis to Horus, the alchemist mentions an aspect of the Enochian story (Book of
Watchers 9:8-9) that the epistle does not. Having desired these women and taught them the
workings of nature (érefbunocav t@V yovauk@v Kai... £3idaav adTac Tavta T THg PVoEmS
gpya), these angels caused offence and remained out of heaven (tpookpovcavteg EEm T0D
ovpavod &uewvav); “the ancient and sacred writings” (ai dpyoior koi Oglon ypoeoi) —
suggesting scripture — also say that the giants are their offspring (pdoxovouv... kol Tovg

yiyavtag yeyevijoat).

147 This is different from what was presented in previous discussions of Hermetic and magical texts, where Isis
appears to be less knowledgeable than Hermes/Thoth. Hierarchy among gods is not something alien to
polytheistic religion, but the superiority of an angel over such a prominent goddess is striking. Scott is even
more forceful: “the writer regards Isis and Horus, not as deities, but as human beings” (Hermetica 4:150).

148 It is hard to say who is borrowing from whom here. When exposing similarities between the Sibyl and
Enoch, Lightfoot (ibid., pp. 70-77) argues: “if, in the depiction of an omnicompetent Jewish hero, it was
possible to make opportunistic use of themes that scripture had attributed to a pagan, it was no less possible to
select an originally pagan figure and to bring her more fully within the fold of Jewish prophetic/sapiential
tradition” (ibid.). The notion of a pervasive “cultural backdrop” is also relevant here.

149 1t is different from hymns, for example, where the main objective is to praise the deity rather than learn
from it.
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In an attempt to better understand this quotation in relation to Zosimus’ views,
Grimes (2018, pp. 173-181) insightfully analyses the Syncellus passage in relation to Isis to
Horus. She observes that Isis’ resisting of the advances of both angels in the letter is implied
in her statement that “if it comes to pass that something is generated against nature, then it
is engendered like a monster and it will not beget a compound” (&i 6¢ t1 T®V Tapd OOV
ovpPaivel yevéabat, dhomep tépag yevvator Kol ov té€el ouotacty, Isis to Horus 7.2.52-53).
Given that the sexual encounter between angels and human females in the Book of Watchers
results in the aberration of giants, Isis’ view that anything begotten out of the ‘X begets x’
formula would be “like a monster” (Gomep tépac) resonates with the lesson taught by the
Enochian myth (Grimes, 2018, pp. 177-178). As a result, Isis’ resistance to the angels’ lust
would validate “her methods of obtaining alchemical wisdom”— her behaviour is “in
accordance with the natural order” (ibid., p. 180).

In literary terms, this is quite a convenient departure from the Enochian myth. The
fact that the Egyptian goddess does not have to undergo any punishment, but learns the
preparation of gold and silver from Amnael all the same, puts Isis to Horus in a quite
favourable position. While it grants alchemy all the allure of revealed divine knowledge, it
spares the reader the sternness of religious morality. The scriptural weight is also alleviated
by the other features listed so far: the myth is framed within a typically Hermetic narrative

of Isis imparting knowledge to Horus, and the way in which the angels are described in the

epistle evokes the less controlled environment of magical practice.

Final remarks
The above demonstrates that the Letter from Isis to Horus shows remarkable awareness of
various cultural movements occurring during late antiquity. This epistle has a creative way

of picking and choosing from this shared “cultural backdrop” whatever elements are of
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service for its presentation of alchemical knowledge, while giving it an original twist by
means of literary artifice. The result is that alchemical knowledge gets situated within this
complex context, but also finds a distinct — and rather strange — voice for itself. Beyond the
many embellishments these contextual interactions may have undergone in the composition,
Isis to Horus shows an enthusiasm for an ideal of rich intellectual, spiritual and cultural
exchange among various traditions circulating in Egypt in that period. If this is right, the
possibility that the Egyptian city chosen as the setting for this story was fictional, implying
an ‘imagined Egypt’, becomes all the more interesting.

To conclude, the biggest literary achievement of Isis to Horus may be this: a text that
revolves around an interaction between an Egyptian goddess and an angel with both pagan
and Jewish associations puts societal and cultural mixture at the very centre of a craft that at
once thrives and depends upon mixture (as the epistle makes clear in multiple instances). By
working with a mixture of different cultural ‘ingredients’, it creates a new composition that
reflects the alchemical work itself. To quote Zosimus describing the so-called gold acquired
from mixing several substances, “behold: by subduing matter, you receive the uniform
species coming out of multiple species” (1600 kai v VANV dapdlmv améyelc T0 Lovoeldov

10 €K TOAAGV €id®dv, Mem. 10 8.147-148): very much an alchemical “melting pot.”
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Chapter Two

The Dialogue of the Philosophers and Cleopatra

2.1) The text

(i) Dating, transmission, overview

The Dialogue of the Philosophers and Cleopatra (hereafter Cleopatra) is a particularly
complicated text to investigate. The fundamental challenge lies in its intricate transmission
and editing history. As a result of the erratic transmission of the dialogue in manuscript (the
main manuscripts being M and A), editors have never fully agreed on a very basic
fundamental question, namely where the text begins.'*® Given that a thorough analysis of
such a situation goes beyond the scope of the present thesis,!>! the following intends to
provide an overview of how the existing editions have approached such a demanding
editorial task.

What might be called the first edition of Cleopatra (Ideler, 1963, 2:248-253) does
not present itself as such. It appears as the second half of the Teaching of the same
Philosopher Stephanos to the Emperor Heraclius (tob advtod Ztepdvov @iAoco@ov
S18ackaiia mpdg Hpdxieiov 1ov Paciiéa, ibid. 243-253; hereafter Teaching).'%? Ideler’s
entire edition claims to be based on transcriptions made by Dietz of a manuscript. Berthelot
(CAAG Intr. 182) does not provide much information about this manuscript other than that

it is located in Munich, derives from M indirectly, and that his son examined it (CAAG Intr.

150 For a summary of this issue, see Festugiere (1967, pp. 216-217).

151 Such analysis will hopefully become available in Vincenzo Carlotta’s forthcoming edition, English
translation and commentary of Cleopatra as announced at Chemical Intelligence (the newsletter of the Society
for the Study of Alchemy and Chemistry) in August of 2016.

152 For an analysis of the text as transmitted in M, A, and Ideler (ibid.), cf. Romano (1995).
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193-194).1%% In fact, the big gap in and rearranging of M (see Introduction) results in
Stephanos’ Teaching and Cleopatra being placed one immediately after the other.
The second edition (CAAG Gr. 289-299)'>* attempts to clarify the confusion in

Ideler’s edition as follows:

(...) la fin de la 9° legon de Stéphanus et le milieu du Dialogue de Cléopétre ont été
confondus et mis bout a bout dans le manuscrit de Saint-Marc, ainsi que dans le texte
d’Ideler, par suite d’une erreur fort ancienne des copistes. La méme confusion a lieu dans le
Voss. (CAAG Intr. 212)

In the face of the gap in M, Berthelot recurred mainly to A for his edition on the basis of
two hypotheses. The first is that M would derive from a manuscript from which the folios
between Stephanos’ Teaching and Cleopatra would have already disappeared. The second
is that A would derive from a manuscript preceding such destruction. This would explain
why A, although being much later than M, would have the end of Stephanos’ Teaching, as
well as the Teaching of Comarius to Cleopatra (hereafter Comarius) and Cleopatra itself.
As a result, although Berthelot (CAAG Intr. 174-186) does acknowledge two separate titles
in the table of contents in the beginning of M (Kopepiov [sic] piiocopov d1dAeéig Tpog
K\eomdtpav and didhoyoc prrocogpwv kai Kieondtpag; see Reitzenstein, 1919, p. 3), he
follows A in publishing both the Comarius and Cleopatra as one unit (ibid., p. 8).

The present chapter uses Reitzenstein’s edition of Cleopatra (1919) as standard.>®
While some of Reitzenstein’s views about the dialogue are problematic, his edition remains
the most reliable one available to date. Reitzenstein heavily criticises Berthelot’s edition on

the basis of a more thorough investigation of the manuscript transmission and of differences

158 On the Munich manuscript (Monac. Gr. 112), cf. CMAG 4:247-272 and Festugiére (1967, p. 218).

154 The French translation is in CAAG Transl. 278-287.

15 Festugiére (1967, pp. 241-246) also uses Reitzenstein’s text in his translation of some passages of
Cleopatra.
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between what he correctly identifies as two separate texts. Comarius, after a Christian prayer
and a narration of the archpriest philosopher Comarius (CAAG Gr. 290.9) sitting on a throne
and teaching Cleopatra the secret philosophy (CAAG Gr. 290.11-12), develops into a three-
paragraph technical treatise on the steps towards metal alteration.’®® Cleopatra, the
beginning of which has not come down to us, goes as follows (following Reitzenstein’s
edition of M):
1-23: This short passage, which does not appear in A, is a vague discussion on planets,
metals, and the four elements.
24-73: Cleopatra mentions the action of substances on raw materials. Ostanes and the
philosophers ask for clarification, but provide themselves information on the technical
procedures. Cleopatra responds accordingly.
74-113: Cleopatra instructs Ostanes and the philosophers on where to find substances
needed for the operations. She explains how to carry out the procedure in order to attain gold
that the treasure-houses of kings do not possess.
114-154: Cleopatra launches into a monologue on how the secret lies in the unity of the
substances, stressing the divine aspect of the process.
155-195: Cleopatra reveals that the philosophers and herself have learnt the mystery from
the archpriest Comarius. She speaks at great length (albeit not clearly) about the interaction
among the four elements and the traditional alchemical saying of ‘natures’ conquering
‘natures’ (see Introduction).

Reitzenstein uses a rather unorthodox method for suggesting a date for Cleopatra.
He starts by arguing for the presence of old Iranian doctrines in the dialogue. The term

eappoxov tig (ofg (Cleopatra 45), for instance, is identified as Iranian-Chaldean (1919, p.

156 For another, more recent edition of Comarius other than Reitzenstein (1919), see CMAG 4:399-432. A
translation of this edition into French can be found in Brunet & Mieli (1934, pp. 18-23). Many thanks to
Vincenzo Carlotta for referring me to these publications.
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21). He claims that the name Comarius also suggests a Middle-Eastern origin, as komar in
Aramaic means “chief-priest” (1978, p. 165 n. 68) — the exact epithet used for him in
Cleopatra (Kopapiov tod apyepémg, Cleopatra 164). Based on these linguistic peculiarities
and Diocletian’s ban of books on chémeia in 296 (Suda y 280 Adler, see Introduction), he
claims that the dialogue is a translation from Aramaic into Greek from the third century CE
(ibid., 1919, p. 26). The dating of the alleged Aramaic original would be unknown.
However, Reitzenstein’s claims are too ambitious in light of what he presents as
evidence.'®" Although influences vaguely referred to as ‘Eastern’ are often pointed out in
the alchemical tradition®® (and the connections between Isis to Horus and 1 Enoch shown
in Chapter | are a good example of that), Reitzenstein does not offer more than the
expression eappoakov tig (otic and Comarius’ name to make his case for a translation from
Aramaic. Unfortunately, what he makes of both of them can be easily questioned.
Reitzenstein presents no precise evidence when stating that the phrase gdppoxov tig Lofig
is Iranian-Chaldean — he generically describes it as “das Lichtwasser oder ,gesegnete
Wasser<, der himmlische Jordan der mandéaischen liturgischen Texte” (1919, p. 21) without
ever specifying these liturgical texts. At the same time, the exact same Greek expression
occurs in Ecclesiasticus 6:16. As for Comarius’ name, it is also attested in a Latin inscription
from first-century CE Transpadana (CIL 05.5597) and later in the Council of Ephesus (431
CE), where one hears of Cyril sending a letter to a Comarius and a Potamon who would
have been ecclesiastical superintendents (1} otoAegica EmiotoAr] Tod dyiov Kupiddov

Kopapie xoi [Motaumvi émoxdmorg, ACE 1.11 5 30).1%°

157 Festugiére (1967, p. 218 n. 17), Philonenko (1992, pp. 652 and 654) reminds us, is also unconvinced by
Reitzenstein’s claims.

138 E.g. Martelli (2013, pp. 32-34) with further bibliography.

159 Philonenko (1992), however, would later establish connections between passages Cleopatra and Iranian
traditions in more detail — see close reading below.
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Admittedly, Cleopatra is one of the most difficult early alchemical texts to date,
certainly the most difficult among the texts addressed in the present thesis. Unlike Isis to
Horus, the works attributed to Zosimus that are known to us do not seem to make the vaguest
allusion to Cleopatra to give us a more or less safe terminus ante quem. Diocletian’s ban
did not keep Zosimus of Panopolis from writing on alchemy around 300 CE (Mertens, 1995,
pp. Xv-xvii) and thus is not particularly useful for that purpose either. As for a terminus post
quem, the astounding volume of biblical language that appears in Cleopatra (see below),
most notably terms found more often in the New Testament, seems to indicate that the text
probably dates from at least the second century CE, at the very earliest.

The state of the evidence is malleable enough for one to argue for dates both earlier
and later than the second century. On the one hand, Comarius (the text that precedes
Cleopatra and is edited as its beginning in the CAAG; see above) starts with an
unambiguously Christian prayer and, in Cleopatra, the chief-priest Comarius is said, without
much context, to have taught Cleopatra and the philosophers the mystery presently shared
(todto 10 pootpov Euabopev, adeloi, €k Beod kol matpog HudV Kopapiov 10D
apyepémg, Cleopatra 163-4): these facts could make a case for heavy ‘Christianising’
editing of an originally pagan and therefore earlier text. On the other hand, if we assume that
Cleopatra is originally Christian and that the “Comarius” of both texts is the same religious
leader mentioned in the Council of Ephesus (a point to which | shall return in the close
reading below), the authorship can be pushed to the mid-fifth century CE or even later. A
much more thorough philological investigation of Cleopatra would be necessary for
convincingly putting forward a more precise date. As such an investigation is beyond the
scope of the present thesis, the following tries to demonstrate that Cleopatra can be read as

a cohesive enough piece of writing regardless of the possible process of editing it has
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undergone, and that it is possible to interpret it successfully as a work heavily influenced by

Early Christianity written sometime between the second and the fifth centuries CE.16°

(i) The form: a ‘sermonic dialogue’?
While the previous chapter dealt with the epistle, a format that has long been seen as one
half of a dialogue (Artemon ap. Demetr. Eloc. 223; see n. 27) and a suitable vehicle for
didactic messages, the present text bears both the giving and receiving ends of knowledge
transmission. But first and foremost, it must be said that the title Dialogue of the
Philosophers and Cleopatra might be somewhat misleading. It can be evocative of the
Platonic dialogue to both ancient and modern readers, and this is confirmed to an extent as
the piece does feature philosophers interacting with Cleopatra in their search for a better
understanding of her teachings. Yet the close reading below will demonstrate that the
subject-matter, style and language employed depart from that tradition hugely. Not only
does the text employ Koine Greek over Attic, but it also uses vocabulary that is markedly
biblical, 16 with the result that Cleopatra often sounds like a preacher trying to move a crowd
of philosophers into believing in the glorious mysteries of metal alteration rather than a peer
trying to outwit them through reasoned argumentation.

As a result, Cleopatra seems to move between ‘dialogue’ and ‘sermon’ in a way that
projects a rather peculiar voice. What follows demonstrates how Cleopatra’s mixing of both
these modes, as well as its inevitable associations with specific textual traditions to which

they relate, can enrich our understanding of how the search for alchemical knowledge is

160 Although the use of neuter plural nouns with verbs in the plural one can see in Cleopatra (e.g. t& Ovna
gpyoyodvtot kol dgxdpeva 10 mveduo 1O Tvedpa 10 EEEM00V €& adtdv kpatodvTal Kol Kpatodoty GAANAQ,
Cleopatra 118-119) may be seen as a feature of much later Byzantine Greek, it is attested from at least as early
as the Septuagint (e.g. ta npoParta dwokopmicOncoval, Mark 14:27). It also occurs in the fourth century
(Greg. Nyss. Ad imaginem dei et ad similitudinem 1345.13; Epiphan. Haer. 3.336).

161 Cf. Charron (2005, esp. pp. 448-452), who argues for close parallels between Cleopatra and the Secret
Book of John (esp. NHC 2.1).

96



dramatised in this striking piece of writing. This will be done by means of a very short
introduction of the main features expected in a philosophical dialogue and in a ‘sermon’,
followed by a reflection upon how such mixture may impact our interpretation of Cleopatra.

As Plato is considered by some the pioneer of the philosophical dialogue, Diogenes

Laertius’ remarks about the form are a good starting point for the discussion:

Soxel 8¢ pot [Mdrmv ducptBdsog T £180¢ kol Td TpwTeio Sucaing av domep Tod KEALOVG
obto Kol g evpéoews dmopépector. &ott 6¢ S1hoyog (Adyoc) &€& épmtnoemg Kol
GTOKPICEWDG GULYKEIUEVOS TTEPL TIVOC TMV (PLAOGOQOVUEVOV KOl TOMTIK®Y UETA THG
npemovong noomotiag TV TopalapuBavousveoy Tpochn®Y Kol Thg Koto v AEEv
KOTOOKEVTC... 00 AavOavel 6™ Ui Ot TveEC GAA®G SLopEPELY TOVE d1aAdOYOVE QOCT —
AEYOLGL YOp 0OTAV TOVG HEV SPALOTIKOVS, TOVG O SINYNLOTIKOVG, TOVG O UEIKTOVG —
AN €keivol PV TPayKDG UAAAOV T QPIA0COQ®G TNV dlopopdy TAV SaAdywov
apocwvopacav. (Lives of Eminent Philosophers 3.48.18-25).

It seems to me that Plato, having perfected the form, should justly be handed the first
prize for its beauty as well as for its invention. The dialogue is a discourse consisting
of asking and answering questions about some philosophical or political question, with
suitable characterisation of the people being used and suitable treatment in language
(...) I am not oblivious to the fact that some say that the dialogues diverge from each
other in a different way — they say some are dramatic, some narrative, some mixed —
but they have denoted the difference among the dialogues in a fashion more relevant to
tragedy than to philosophy.

Plato is also ascribed a pioneering status in a second century papyrus (P. Oxy. 3219) where
the unknown author, similarly to Diogenes, “repudiates the assertion made by Aristotle in
the De Poetis (quoted by Athenaeus and alluded to by Diogenes Laertius) that Alexamenus
of Teos (...) was the first to write dialogues — or dramatic dialogues, as the papyrus
qualifies” (Haslam in Bowman et al., 1977, p. 29). It is worth noting how both the papyrus
and Diogenes Laertius stress the dialogue’s dramatic component and how Diogenes, perhaps
mockingly, observes that those who tried to classify Plato’s dialogues have spoken about
them in terms of tragedy rather than philosophy (tpaywdg pailov §j prhocdeme, see above).

Beyond the advantages that the dialogue form offers for displaying a search for knowledge
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through the dialectical method of questioning and answering, the ‘staging’ of such search
among individuals seems at times just as important as the dialogue itself.

A preference for staging an exchange among characters over intense cross-
questioning is a signature feature of Cicero’s philosophical dialogues.*¢? Cicero’s characters
present much lengthier speeches (continentem orationem, Cic. Tusc. 1. 17.1), and have led
many scholars to prefer the term ‘treatise’ over ‘dialogue’ (e.g. Steel, 2005).1%% Longer
speeches are also prominent in the case of Cleopatra, and could be classified under what
Cossutta has called a “monologue with dialogic emergences” (2006, p. 186). To be more
precise, these emergences are three: the first is by Ostanes and his companions (‘Ootévng
Kol ol ovv dvtd dvteg, Cleopatra 36), implied to be the philosophers shortly afterwards (ot
euocopot, Cleopatra 50), the philosophers themselves (oi pilocoeot, Cleopatra 167), and
an unnamed wise man (6 co@og, Cleopatra 174).

Diogenes Laertius also states that another important element of such ‘staging’ is the
characterisation of the participants. This is certainly a relevant point of connection between
Cleopatra and a specific Platonic dialogue, namely the Symposium — which in fact retells a
gathering that would have been hosted by a tragedian. The former dialogue resonates with
the latter on at least three different levels: firstly, both dialogues place a female character in
the position of knowledge-holder and teacher of the male philosopher(s); secondly, both
texts make noticeable use of mystery language in the imparting of such knowledge (see
Symp. 209e5-210a4 and the close reading below);* thirdly (and this point is an unfolding
of the first) is the fact that both Diotima and Cleopatra are given much more voice than their

interlocutor(s), in the sense that their views are exposed at much greater length than and are

182 In one of Cicero’s many appearances as a character in one of them, he states that the Academy no longer
uses the dialectal method (Fin. 2.2).

163 Even though Steel “is not insensitive to the status of many of these works as dialogues” (Schofield, 2008,
p. 67).

184 For mystery language in Plato and others, see Riedweg (1987); for the specific case of the Symposium, see
Evans (2006).

98



immediately accepted by their interlocutor(s). As Hunter (2004, p. 82) says about the

unbalance between Diotima and Socrates’ positions in the Symposium:

Socrates (...) now places himself on the receiving end of a ‘Socratic’ examination, (...)
followed by a long ‘Socratic’ speech (...). The childlike naiveté of his alleged responses to
Diotima may be seen as a reductio ad absurdum of the position of Socrates’ interlocutors in
some of Plato’s most famous dialogues, who often contribute nothing themselves or find
themselves agreeing, as modern readers often complain, to propositions and arguments to
which they should never have unthinkingly assented.

The fact that in Cleopatra the philosophers are placed “on the receiving end” (See above) of
Cleopatra’s long-winded teachings and have an astonishingly restricted intellectual
participation in them brings Cleopatra closer to this specific characteristic of the
Symposium.

There is also something to be said for a thematic similarity between Diotima’s and
Cleopatra’s choices of imagery for addressing their respective subject matters (love and
craft, respectively). Diotima talks about love in terms of “giving birth in beauty as regards
both body and soul” (851t Yyap T0DTO TOKOC £V KOAD KOl KOTA TO GO0 KOl KOTO TNV WYOYV,
Plat. Symp. 206b 7-8) — a statement as bewildering to Socrates (““Whatever it is you are
saying needs power of divination;’, I said, ‘I do not understand’”, pavteiog, v 8’ &y®, d&itan
Ot mote Aéyeig, Koi o0 pavOdve 206b 9-10) as to most modern scholars to this day. Cleopatra
talks about her craft in terms of nursing an embryo that eventually will be born (“just as the
embryo nursed by the womb grows little by little, and when the accustomed month
approaches, it is not hindered from coming out, so likewise is this admirable craft”, domep
EuPpvov V1O TG YaoTpog TiBNvodevoV Katd PBpayd avéet, dte 8¢ mpooeyyicel O PNV O

VEVOULIGUEVOC, 0V KOAVETOL TOD 1| £EeA0ETV, oVTmG DIdpyet kai 1) Téxvn adt 1 AE1dyacTog,
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Cleopatra 63-65).1% While both images remain mystifying (not surprisingly, as both
Diotima and Cleopatra articulate their knowledge transmission in terms of mystery
revelation),6® it is clear that they strengthen the character-building within the dialogue
context as highlighted by Diogenes Laertius. Here, again, a statement made by Hunter
regarding Diotima by and large applies to Cleopatra: “Diotima herself is not ‘pregnant’,
though it might be thought that her mystic language is appropriate to the sex for whom
pregnancy is a real physical possibility” (ibid., p. 83).

However, one fundamental linguistic variation exemplifies what sets Diotima and
Cleopatra apart. While the former talks about “love” as £€pwc, the latter says that body, soul,
and spirit have all united in love” (kai nvéOncav mavteg &v dydmn, 10 odpa Kol 1) Yoy Kol
10 mvedpo, Cleopatra 138-139). The word chosen for ‘love’ here, dydnn, is markedly
biblical, being quite frequent in the New Testament to describe the love of God (e.g. Romans
5:8, 2 Corinthians 5:14) or brotherly love (e.g. 1 Corinthians 13:1).1%” Considering the
importance Diogenes Laertius gives to the Aé€wc employed by a character in the constitution
of adialogue, and the fact that this will prove to be one of many instances in which Cleopatra
employs biblical language, this deserves due attention.

The profuse use of biblical language combined with Cleopatra’s longer speeches
results in a deviation from the philosophical dialogue into what one might call a ‘sermon’.
Given that “New Testament scholarship has not yet been able to define what a sermon is”
(Aune, 1987, p. 197) with exactitude, it would be more reasonable for the present purposes
to refer to such passages in Cleopatra as employing a ‘sermonic mode’ — i.e., one with “a

generally didactic character” (ibid.) that employs language most commonly found in a

185 An echo of one of Diotima’s views (Symp. 206c) in Cleopatra’s exposition (Cleopatra 116-117) is also
discussed in the close reading below.

166 See n. 164 above.

167 And the specific phrase év éydnm can be found a number of times in the New Testament, e.g. 1 Corinthians
16:14, Ephesians 1:4 & 5:2, Colossians 2:2, 1 Thessalonians 5:13, 1 Timothy 4:12, and Jude 1:21.
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scriptural text like the New Testament and rhetorical devices aimed at persuading.'®®
Alongside Cleopatra’s language and longer utterances, the use of this mode would illuminate
the sheer anonymity given to the philosophers in the alchemical dialogue. At all times,
Cleopatra addresses the philosophers as an undefined collective rather than individuals,
either as ¢irol (Cleopatra 24), copoi (Cleopatra 86) or notably, and more frequently, as
adeApoi (Cleopatra 94, 164, 165) — the same term used to address the recipients in Hebrews
(3:1, 12; 10:19; 13:22),% and in at least one of Severian of Gabala’s homilies (CPG 4198
1.156; 11.141-2). While this sheer anonymity is at odds with the philosophical dialogue, it
evokes the congregational context befitting a sermon or an act of preaching.'’® The fact that
in one instance the philosophers address Cleopatra (‘“for the womb that has borne you is
blessed”, paxapio yap vmapyetl §j o Pactdcaca kothio, Cleopatra 168-169) with a nearly
identical expression to one with which a woman addresses Jesus after his explanation of
how he drove a demon out of a mute by the hand of god (poxopio 1 kothio 1 Bactdcacd
og, Luke 11:27 — see below)*™ is palpable evidence for that.

Quite noticeable, too, is that this ‘sermonic’ mode is employed much more intensely
after the second half of the dialogue — from around Cleopatra 114 (see close reading below).
This provokes two effects that suggest a much more artful text than Cleopatra would appear
to be at first. One effect illustrates the phenomenon of Cleopatra’s style expressing the
alchemical process it describes. As Cleopatra unfolds the mystery of the philosophers (idov

10 pootiplov OV erhocdemv, 114) that divine is the thing that makes beings united to

188 Some of these features have led scholars to reflect upon the relationship between “preaching and teaching
styles in Early Christianity” (Aune, 1987, p. 198) and the so-called ‘diatribe’. See Aune (ibid., pp. 200-202).
169 As Aune (1987, p. 213) observes when arguing for rhetorical influences over literary ones in Hebrews.
Aune also calls Hebrews a “A Hortatory Sermon” (ibid., p. 212).

170 This is an important feature considering the likely oral origin of what later became written Christian texts:
“preaching of the evangelium, ‘evangelization’ in the strict Christian sense, began to be practiced by the
apostles and their disciplines even before the four Gospels and other texts later included in the canon of the
New Testament had been written, let alone recognized as canonical and inspired. (...) This starting point has
to be borne in mind because it is likely that the New Testament sprang from the early Christian preaching,
rather than the other way round” (Alexander Olivar, 1998, pp. 21-22).

111 Cf. Reitzenstein (1978, pp. 399-400) and Charron (2005, p. 452).
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divinity divine (Bgiov yap éotv 611 évovpévag Ti BedtnTL Bging dmotelel T0g ovaoiog,
Cleopatra 116-117), the text itself is rendered divine by a process of becoming progressively
infused with the language of divine inspiration. Another effect may be compared to that of
a conversion: the extant text begins by setting a scene that is evocative of pagan times
through the characters of Cleopatra, Ostanes, and Greek philosophers taking part in a
dialogue.'”? As Cleopatra’s teaching progresses, so does the use of biblical language, as if
the progressive illumination of the crowd (as they demand from Cleopatra: cagpnvicov nuiv
miovyidg, Cleopatra 37-38) were concomitant to the progressive ‘Christianisation’ of the
text. In fact, the very adverb mlavydg appears in Mark 8:25 when Jesus touches a blind
man’s eyes and he starts seeing everything clearly again (dvéBlenev thAowydg dmovror):t’
a story that can easily be interpreted as a parable of enlightenment, especially as it occurs
immediately after Jesus’ disciples struggle to understand what their leader is saying (Mark
8:21).

Yet these implications of the use of a sermonic mode within a text that also has traces
of the philosophical dialogue do not solve the last problem to be tackled: the main subject-
matter of Cleopatra is neither philosophy nor religion. While Xenophon’s Oeconomicus and
Varro’s De Rebus Rusticis already show the use of the dialogue form to address matters that
are more technical than philosophical (Hutchinson, 2008, pp. 248-249), the inclusion of

sermonic notes in such context is far less common. In a way, it seems to dramatise the

transmission of alchemical knowledge in a similar fictional setting to that of Isis to Horus:

172 The recurrent reference to “Hades” in Cleopatra could arguably be interpreted as reflecting pagan beliefs,
but the term does appear both in the Old and New Testaments (e.g. 2 Samuel 22:6, Job 11:8, Acts 2:27, Luke
16:23).

173 A similar request is made in Severian of Gabala (CPG 4212 17.29-30): sing, & mpo@fita, TWAowy®e d Aéyeic:
capnvicov 0 knpoutterg (cf. miavydg in Cleopatra 38 and 74). Interestingly, tAavydg also occurs in a
Hermetic dialogue between Tat and Hermes (“In the ‘General Lessons’, father, you spoke enigmatically and
not far-shiningly when holding a discussion about divine nature”; év toi¢ I'evikoic, & mdtep, oiviypotnd®e Kol
o0 mlavydg Eppoocag mepit Beldtntog draAeyouevog, CH 13 1.4-5) that features the motif of knowledge
revelation on a mountain (“... upon coming down the mountain after your discussion with me”, €ni tfjg Tod
6povg katafaoems, et 0 o¢ éuol dwuAeydijvan, CH 13 1.7-8), quite prominent in Judeo-Christian literature.
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it sets up a legendary Egyptian female figure associated with pagan times and practices as
the communicator of alchemical knowledge through the Greek language — knowledge
which, by different means, is coded as markedly Judeo-Christian.*’* In the particular case
of Cleopatra, this cultural mixture (let us not forget the Persian Ostanes) in a dialogue setting
is comparable to a point made by Goldhill (2008, p. 5) regarding the Ciceronian dialogue,
which he sees as “a way of negotiating a space between cultures and traditions, a way of
expressing Roman intellectual life in and against Greek models”. This is what the ‘sermonic
dialogue’ that Cleopatra is seems to be doing: negotiating a space for alchemical knowledge
in a Hellenised Egypt inhabited by Jews and recently converted Christians. It does so
astonishingly (however abstrusely), by crafting a text where the transformation of matter,
the transformation of the interlocutors’ understanding and the transformation of the text

itself mix in curious entanglement.

(iii) Close reading

It is not surprising that the CAAG does not include these first twenty-three lines of Cleopatra
found in M. There is no use of the second person or vocatives (for the rest of the dialogue
no speech goes on for too long without either of these occurring), neither is there any
indication from the anonymous narrator regarding who is making the utterance. While it is
true that a long treatise-like speech would not be alien to a dialogue that nods to the Platonic
tradition (see above), the lack of any dialogic traces and the unclear relationship between
this passage and the rest of the text opens the question as to whether this was originally a

part of Cleopatra or not.

174 1n Isis to Horus, by means of the angel Amnael and the use of a theme from 1 Enoch; in Cleopatra, by
means of biblical language and possibly the figure of Comarius who teaches her (see above). This is discussed
in more detail in 2.2 below.
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Be it the original beginning of Cleopatra or not, it is certainly incomplete — in fact,
Reitzenstein had to reconstruct the start of the first sentence we do have. There is a short
comment about the lack of a specific word for referring to something (“some called them
elements and spoke the truth, and others called them bodies, others called them an egg and
they were not mistaken”; (ctouyeio éké)recav xoi GAnOsway gimov, £tepor 8& copoTa
gkbiecav, GAlot mov, kai ovk Emtaicov, Cleopatra 1-2). At first it seems that these
unidentified objects could be atoms, but the comment is followed by the disorienting but
ingenious remark that “and because of this, the wandering was scattered in the cosmos
because of the great number of names, and the foolish people were led astray and banished
from the truth concerning the four elements and the five ( )” (koi 610 TodTo EGmdpn 1} TAGVN
&v 10 kOop® O T0 TANOog TV Emovopdv, kol ol depovec €mAaviOncav kol
gEmotpakicOnoav thg dAndeiag nepi TV TeE00GpOV oo Ei®V Kol TV wéVTE ( ), Cleopatra
2-5): words like mAavn, kocpog, and the number five (névte) all seem to indicate that the
term missing to complete the sentence is one for ‘planets’ (e.g. TAdvnrec), but what could
easily be a description of how wandering planets are scattered in the cosmos artfully
surprises the reader by becoming a comment on the profuseness of names to describe them
(to A 00¢ TOV ET®VLUIAV).

What follows first appears to be an attempt at establishing a sympathetic link
between metals and planets, but proves to be more complicated than that. Those discussing
nomenclature are compared to what seems to be the Craftsman’ with an uppercase ‘c’, i.e.
the creator of the cosmos (‘“some, then, called them bodies and put them opposite one
another, just as the demiurge placed them”, tvég pév (oOv) ékdlecov (ol )td cmdpoTa Kol
E0nkay avta Katévavtt IAMNAov, kabag Ebnkev avta 0 dnuovpydc), and they are implied

to be individuals at the interface of alchemy and astrology:
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npdTOV pev EOnkav tov Kpdvov, katévavtt autod Tov LOAPOoV &V T® GTEYEL TG AVOTATO.
kol tebeikacty pet’ avtov Tov Ala, Kol Katévavtt adToD TV DIPAPYLPOV €V TG GTEYEL TM
devtépm. kai tebeikact pet’ avtov tov "HAov &v 1@ otéyel 1@ uéow, kol tebeikaot pet’
avTOV TV ZEMvnV &V Td oTéyel 1@ Eo)dtm, Exactov Tpog To[v] ETepov, kKabmg EOnKey avTda
0 dnuovpydc. (Cleopatra 7-12)

First, they placed Saturn, and opposite him lead in the topmost heaven. And they have placed
after him Jupiter, and opposite him quicksilver in the second heaven. And after him they
have placed the Sun in the middle heaven, and they have placed after him the Moon in the
furthest heaven, each next to each other, just as the craftsman placed them.

The links between metals and celestial bodies get frustrated when Sun and Moon are
associated with none; the expectation regarding the five planets is also broken by the absence
of Mercury, Venus, and Mars. The cosmological-astronomical discussion (“and each stands
apart from the other and they are yoked together into one wheel”, kol T0d £tépov €kactov
dtiototor kol €vi tpox® vmolevyvoovtor, 12-13) also becomes strangely intimate and
affectionate as the celestial bodies “through one spirit are fond of and gaze earnestly at one
another, and they travel around in each others’ company, and they live with each other, and
they make peace with each other and they move around in their heavens” (81" €vog TvebpLotog
otépyoviar koi &v dAAAoig dtevilovotv, kai &vi7® dAAfAog cuvekdnuodoly koi GOV
aAANA01G KataAbovow kai &v Tai(g) otéyalg avtdv neputatovoty, 14-15). The subsequent
statement “for they are found in the earth and they exist in the air and are in water and fire”
(&v yop Th Y1} edpiokovtan Koi &v Td aépt LILapyovGt kai v Bdatt kai wupi giowy, 17-18) no
longer seems to be about planets and destabilises the hypothesis that they could be the
solution to the riddle. In any case, “each of them is hidden in their own glory” (kai €kactov
avt®dv [Ev T YR] Kéxpomtar év T) 16ia d0&n, 22-23), nowhere for the reader to see.

The writing becomes less discombobulated from this point onwards, but still quite

elusive:

175 Prof. Hutchinson suggests that £v could be deleted, and so A A o1 would be governed by cuvekdnuobo.
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Kod DPETG, @ @ilot, dtov T Téyvnv Todmy TV Tepucol A)AT) PovincOe mpoceyyicat, PAénete ThHv
eVoWY TAV Potavdv mobev Epyovtatl. TO UEV Yap €K TOV OpEV KoTEPYOVTL, [Kol TO PEV €K THiC
Yiig avagdovtal, Koi To HeEV €K Kothddwv avépyovitat,] Ta 88 £k mediov (dv)dyovrat.

GALG PAémeTe TG TpooeYyilete avTol &v Kalpolg yap (idioig) kal &v idiaig Nuépalg Tpuynoate
a0Td” Kol EkAéEacbe Ek TV VoV Tiic Bakdoong, kal ék Tiig xdpag Thg Avmtdne Kol PAEreTe
TOV GEpa. TOV SLoKOVOTDVTO 0DTOIC KOl TOV GITOV TOV TEPIKLKAODVTA ODTOIG. LT

Aopnivnte unde Bavatmonrte. PAEnete 10 Oglov Ddwp 1O moTilOV AVTO Kol TNV VEPEANV TNV
Baoctalovoav avtd Kol TOV dépa TOV KuPepv@dvta avtd. kol dtav Evabdot, &v eiotv Kol 00dElg
dvvozon dtaywpilev avtd, £medn Ecopotmdnoay v g odoig. (Cleopatra, 24-35).

And you, friends, whenever you want to approach this very beautiful art, behold the nature of
the plants [and]*’® from where they come. For some come down from the mountains, [and some
are produced again out of the earth, and others come up from the hollows], and others are brought
up from the plains. Behold how you approach them: for you reaped them in their own time and
their own day, and picked them from the islands of the sea and from the topmost land. And
behold the air serving them and the food encircling them. Do not damage and do not kill them.
Behold the divine water irrigating them and the cloud bearing them and the air driving them and
whenever they are united, they are one and no one is able to separate them, since they were
embodied in one being.

It is somewhat striking that, in a dialogue that is in theory about alchemy (here called a téyvn
as it often is), one learns about crops rather than metals or dyeing techniques (see
Introduction). But as the exposition progresses, some clues are dropped which allow one to
infer that the botanical imagery may refer to metal alteration. Just like plants, metals can be
extracted from mountains (éx t@v opémv) or the ground (éx nedimv). The recommendation
about reaping (tpvynoarte) the plants in their own time might refer to being attentive as to
the timing for collecting metals at a given step of a procedure. The fact that they are picked
(éxAé€aobBe) from the islands of the sea and the topmost region remains, at least for now,
mysterious in alchemical terms. While the imagery of irrigation (o 6giov Hdwp 10 motiCov
avtd) and being ‘steered’ by the air (tov dépa tov kvPepvadvta avta) is perfectly applicable

for plants, the use of the alchemical term “divine water” (10 Ogiov Bdwp),t’’ as well as “the

176 prof. Hutchinson suggests that one coud read {kai) n60ev; cf. HId. 2.28.1, Procl. in Tim. 1.10 line 4 Diehl.
17 The term 10 Osiov Udwp already appears in Ps.-Democritus (e.g. PM 11.108-113) as a substance performing
“a technical function with regard to the processes of ‘dyeing’ base metals, which are transmuted into gold or
silver” (Martelli, 2009, p. 6). Its translation can be challenging depending on the context, as Beiov could mean

106



cloud” (see v vepéinv),t’® reveals that this speech is most likely a succession of images.
Finally, their embodiment in one being (&v &icwv, écopatddnoay &v wd ovoig) could mean
that the procedure cryptically described would be that for making a metallic alloy. If it is
correct that this is describing an alchemical procedure, the repetition of pAénete may even
be interpreted as if the speaker was carrying it out in front of the interlocutors in question,
drawing their attention to every step. As a whole, this language of agriculture, combined
with the use of sight-related imperatives, translates into a didactic mode that is quite fit for
a text concerned with technical knowledge.

It is at this point that the dialogue form comes to light, while other things do not. The
philosophers respond alongside Ostanes, the legendary Persian magus; it is also now that
the preserved text makes it explicit that the previous utterance was by Cleopatra (drokpifeig
8& Ootévng Kkai ol cOV avtd eimov 11 Kheomdrpq, Cleopatra 36). But other things remain

unrevealed and clarification about them is sought. Ostanes and the philosophers say:

€V 60l KEKPLTTAL OAOV TO LLGTHPLOV TO PPIKTOV KOl TOPAS0E0V. GAPNVIGOV NUTV THAALYDS
Kol TTepl TAV oToYEIV: €1ME TAC KOTEPYETAL TO AVATATOV TTPOG TO KOTOTOTOV KOl TAG
GVEPYETOL TO KOTMTOTOV TPOC TO AVATATOV Kol ¢ €yyilel 1O pésov mpog T0 AvmdTaToV Kol
KOTMTATOV Kol 00K Amapyodot ta uépn tod mpoeAdsiv kol vabdijvor (gic) 10 péoov, kai ti
(10 Guuo) t@v otoryeimv ovTolg, kol TAC Katépyovtor Td VdoTo TO evAoynuéva ToD
EMokéYacshol ToVG VEKPOLG TOPEUEVOVS Kol TETEINUEVOLS Kol TEOMPU{L)EVOVS &V OKOTQ
Kol YvOe® &vtog Tod Aldov, Kol Td¢ eicEpyetol TO pappaxov T ofig kol deumvilel adtovg
g €& Vmvov €yepBijvar Tolg KTNTOpoY, Kol TG gicépyovtal T véa Dot dnep &v Ti apyi
() thg KAivng Kol €v T KAIvn TIKTOpEVE Kol PETO TOD POTOG EpYOMEVA KOl VEQPEAN PacTalel
adtd, kol ék Boddoong avaPaivel 1 vepédn 1 Pactalovca ta Hoata, TO EHLEavicOEVTa O
Bewpodvieg ol pridsopot yaipovtor, (Cleopatra 37-50)

In you the entire awful and unexpected secret is hidden. Tell us distinctly and far-shiningly
about the elements as well. Tell us how the topmost goes down towards the downmost and
how the downmost goes up towards the topmost and how the middle goes towards the
topmost and the downmost and the portions do not lie away idle from going towards and

either “divine’ or ‘sulphur’ — and alchemists are known to play with this very ambiguity (see Mertens, 1995,
p. 163). The testimonies from early alchemists and the commentators also make it difficult to be specific about
this substance’s function. See Mertens, 1995, pp. 163-167.

178 Although not exclusively an alchemical term, it appears a number of times in Ps.-Democritus (AP 2.9-12;
8.72; 10.86). Evidence from Byzantine and Syriac manuscripts indicate that the term may refer to mercury or
arsenic, either of which would have been used for whitening (Martelli, 2013, pp. 229-230).
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being united into the middle, and what is the link of the elements to one another, and how
the blessed waters go down to visit the corpses that are weakened, constrained and oppressed
in gloom and darkness inside Hades, and how the medicine of life comes in and wakes them
up so that they awaken from sleep for their possessors, and how the new waters come in,
which [those] in the beginning ( ) of the bed and engendered in the bed coming with the
light and a cloud holds them, and the cloud bearing the water comes out of the sea; and
seeing the things made manifest, the philosophers rejoice?

In saying that “the entire awful and incredible secret is hidden” (xéxpvmton dAov t0
pvotiplov 10 epiktov kai mapddo&ov) in Cleopatra, Ostanes and the philosophers seem to
be referring metonymically to Cleopatra’s previous utterance and confirm that she was in
fact speaking cryptically. In this sense, the use of mapddoov (which can also mean
‘unexpected’), could be a confirmation of how Cleopatra’s discourse is, rather unexpectedly,
about something other than what its language of harvesting suggests. The use of to @piktov,
literally ‘to be shuddered at’ (translated above as “awful”), in turn, seems to look towards
what Cleopatra’s interlocutors add to her exposition: they use bleak and indeed poetic
imagery of corpses imprisoned “in gloom and darkness inside Hades” (év okot® xai yvoom
€vtoc tod A1dov) that are visited by “blessed waters” (ta Doata ta eDAoynuéva) and woken
up by a certain “medicine of life” (10 @dpuaxov tig (wfic). They may have changed the
quality of the imagery, but their means of expression is no less mysterious than Cleopatra’s:
while demanding far-shining clarification (N.B. the use of yet another poetic word:
cagrvicov fuiv TnAavy®dg),t’® Ostanes and the philosophers remain in as much darkness as
their chosen images.

Cleopatra does clarify a couple of things in her response. She states that waters
coming in awaken the bodies and the spirits (ta Ddata gioepydpeva dpunvifovot Td GOt
kai T0 Tvevpata, Cleopatra 51-52), which could explain what Ostanes and the philosophers

were referring to as “corpses”: odua and wvedpa could have been a way of referring to the

17% On Aawydg, see. n. 173.
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solid and evaporated substances. Although they are again shut in Hades (mdAwv
nepikheicOnoovton év 1 Ao, Cleopatra 53-54), she explains, they little by little come up
and put on many glorious colours (kotd pkpov... avafoivovcty kol EvevovTol Totkilo Koi
gvoo&a ypopata, Cleopatra 54-55), just like the flowers in spring (kabdmep ta dvon v @
gapt, Cleopatra 55). In other words, Cleopatra finds a way of tying Ostanes’ and the
philosophers’ imagery of the afterlife with her own imagery of the life cycle of plants,
making it progressively more explicit to the reader that both parties are in fact talking about
the same thing by means of different metaphors.

Cleopatra proceeds:

VUV 88 Aéym TOig £V ppovodoty: Tdg Botdvag Koi To Totygia kol Tovg AMfovc dtav énaipnte
8K TOV TOT®V avTdV, Mpaiot pdv eaivovrot Mov kai (médiw) i ody dpoiot, dneldn To mévta
10 TTOp dokpdlel. Otav 6 EvoucmvTol TV d0&av &k ToD TLUPOG KOl THV XPOLAV TV TEPLPOVT,
éxel Opdoeilg peilovec, €kel 60En Kekpuppévn, 1O omovdalouevov KdAlog, kal xo0Tng
petafinbeioa gic Bedtnra, 6tav v @ Toupi TINVR{cO)GY 0VTA. Bomep TO EUPPLOV VIO THg
YooTpOg TIOMVOLUEVOY Kot Ppayd avéel, 6te 8¢ mpoceyyicel O UV O VEVOUGHEVOS, OV
KkoAvetal Tod un €£eA0el, obtmg Vmapyet kal 1 téxvn adt N 4E1GyaoToc. TITPO®OKOVCLY
avta KA wveg kol Kopoto GAAETEAAN A0 &V T A1dn Kol 8V Td TAQ®, &V @ KOTAKEWVTAL.
dtav 8¢ avewydf 6 Theog, Avapioovioan avtd & Adov m¢ ola Ppépoc &k yaoTPAC.
(Cleopatra 57-68)

I am telling this to you, who understand well: whenever you lift up plants, elements and
stones out of their places, they seem very beautiful and contrariwise they are not, since the
fire puts all things to the test. But whenever they put on the glory from the fire and its
conspicuous colour, then there, there are greater sights, [there is] the hidden splendour, the
zealously pursued beauty, and the earthliness transformed into divine, whenever they nurse
them in the fire. Just as the embryo nursed by the womb grows little by little, and when the
accustomed month approaches, it is not hindered from coming out, so likewise is this
admirable craft. Waves and floods wound them one after another in Hades and in the tomb,
inside which they lie dead. But whenever the tomb is open, these will come up from Hades
just like a baby out of the womb.

Cleopatra adds one more element other than waters to the procedure, namely fire — this goes

well with the earlier mention of bodies and spirits, i.e. of metals having solid and evaporated

180 prof, Hutchinson questions the necessity of Reitzenstein’s addition here.
181 Reitzenstein’s text has odTv.
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parts when put under fire (see above). She seems to be referring to a process well
acknowledged in alchemical literature of putting metals on fire in order to change their
colour (N.B. tnv ypotév and the verb évévowvtor; évévovtar is used with ypopozo in
Cleopatra 54-55, see above).'8 Cleopatra calls this new appearance that metals gain from
the process “the hidden splendour” (86&a kekpopupévn, which echoes évéola ypopoto in
Cleopatra 55), as if it had always been there for the fire to manifest (N.B. “its conspicuous
colour”, v ypowav v mepwpovii, Cleopatra 60). It is noteworthy that the perfect form of
kpomtw, used earlier to describe the secret hidden in Cleopatra (év ool kékpvatar... 10
pvotipiov, Cleopatra 37) in a request for clarification (caenvicov fuiv, Cleopatra 37-38),
reappears here to describe something hidden made manifest in alchemical terms: text subtly
forecasts process.

While maintaining her own imagery of exploitation of the natural world by talking
about these metals as plants, elements and stones (tdag Botévag koi T0 oToyElo Kol TOVG
AMBovg), as well as Ostanes’ and the philosophers’ resurrection imagery, Cleopatra also adds
something new here. She interestingly compares the metal change promoted by alchemy,
here called an “admirable craft” (1 téyvn... a&idyootoc), to that of the embryo in the womb
by means of a simile — a rhetorical device quite rare outside epic poetry in antiquity (OCD*
“metaphor and simile”). It is interesting that in the exact moment when Cleopatra uses this
markedly literary device, she makes it most explicit that it describes something essentially
non-literary, the téyvn of changing metals. Implicitly admitting that she has been talking
about a craft in a crafty way, she ends her speech by stitching together all three threads of

imagery used thus far: waves and floods (natural world) wound the accumulation in Hades,

182 The use of &vévw, which is often used in relation to clothes, and ypow, which often describes a surface,
imply an awareness that the procedures described here would not actually transform one metal into another,
but rather change the metal’s appearance. See Introduction.
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in the tomb, but they will come out of it (resurrection) like a baby out of the womb
(pregnancy and birth-giving).

The philosophers’ reaction engages with Cleopatra’s maternal imagery:

Beopricovec o PIAOGOPOL TO KAALOG ola PILGGTOPYOg uNtNp TO TEX0EV &€ avtiic Ppépog
t01E {NTodot Twg tva TIBNVAc®oY A¢ BPEPog TNV TEXVNY TaVTNV GvTi YAaKTog Tolg Doaoy.
UpETTan yap 1 t€xvn 10 PpEpog, Emeldn Kol ag T0 Ppépog popeodtar Kol 6tav TEAEIOT v
TovToIC TAOY, 180V pvothplov écepayiouévov. (Cleopatra 68-73)

The philosophers, seeing the beauty like the affectionate mother [sees] the baby born from
her, seek somehow to nurse this craft like a baby with waters instead of milk. For the craft
imitates the baby, since it also takes shape, like the baby, and whenever it is brought to
perfection in all these things — behold the secret that has been sealed.

The philosophers’ reaction to Cleopatra’s speech is portrayed not surprisingly in intellectual
terms (N.B. fswpnoavtec, (ntodoi), but not without a touch of affection (N.B. ¢ildéotopyog
uqp). Cleopatra’s imagery of the slow-growing embryo (kota Bpoyd abéet, Cleopatra 63-
64) that is nursed in the womb (10 &ufpvov vmo i yaotpog TiBnvoduevov, Cleopatra 63)
and eventually comes out of it as a baby is here taken further, as the craft being nursed
(nOnviowowv... v téyvnv) with waters is compared to the baby being nursed with milk
(g Bpépoc... avti ydhaktog toic Boaowv): the imagery employed in the text is nursed and
developed like the procedure. And so, the secret that has been sealed can be beheld: was it
sealed up by imagery, and is it being opened up little by little — xata Bpayd — as the text
progresses?

What follows does not make it seem so. First, Cleopatra says that she will tell, far-
Kevton T otoyeio kol ai fotdvar, Cleopatra 74-75) — her announcement echoes Ostanes’

and the philosophers’ request for clarification made earlier in the dialogue (ca@rvicov Huiv
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havydg, Cleopatra 37-38).18% Yet immediately afterwards she makes a statement that
points into the opposite direction: “I will start my speaking in riddles” (év aiviyuaoct &
apEopon Tod Aéyewv, Cleopatra 75). Then, shifting to the second person, she instructs one to
go into the topmost dwelling, into the bushy mountain in the middle of trees (dvelbe gig v
oTéyNV TV avetdto €ig To dacv dpog v dévdpotg, Cleopatra 75-76), behold a rock in the
mountain ridge (idov wétpa €v T dkpwpseiq, 76-77), take the yellow orpiment from the rock
and whiten divinely/with sulphur!8* (éx tiic métpag AdBe dpoevicovi® xai Aedravov Ogio,
77): although she said that she would speak in riddles, this looks rather straightforward at
first.

Straightforwardness, however, never lasts for long in Cleopatra. The interlocutor is
urged to look in the middle of the mountain, beneath the orpiment (idov év tf] puéon 100
Opovg KatmBev 100 dpoevikod, 78): there lies the orpiment’s “female counterpart” (€kel
gotv 1| OpdlvE avtod, 78-79). The literal tone of Cleopatra’s previous instruction for
extracting yellow orpiment from a mountain (we know from Theophrastrus that it could be
extracted from mines, On Stones 40) and carrying out some form of whitening (a very
common goal in alchemy — see Chapter 1) is broken here: the appearance of ‘female’
(6p6vé) creates a pun on apcevikdv, ‘orpiment’, and dapoevikog/appevikog, ‘male’. One is
obliged to reread the passage and revaluate what Cleopatra is really saying: the effect is
almost as disorienting as her sequence of statements about speaking “far-shiningly” and then
“in enigmas”. While the identity of the “female” component is not revealed, it becomes
fairly clear that the pun was made in order to illustrate a chemical interaction: the orpiment
“becomes one in her, with whom it has pleasure” (8v | &vodtar, pued’ fig &xel v tépyy, 79),

and this is immediately followed by a version of the famous alchemical statement on the law

183 On mhavydc, see. n. 173.

184 See n. 177 above.

185 According to Pliny the Elder, orpiment could be used for making gold (i.e. a gold-looking product that was
nonetheless breakable) — the method would even have attracted Caligula (Pliny NH 33.79).
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of sympathies and antipathies (“nature rejoices in nature”, yaipetor Voig €v evoet, 79-80;
see Introduction).

What immediately follows may be more descriptive, but could still be playing with
words slightly. Cleopatra instructs one to go down to the Egyptian sea (kdateAfe &ic v
Atyvntiaxnv 0dhacoav, 80-81) and take from its sand, out of the source, the so-called
sodium carbonate (kai avayaye ped’ €avtod €k TG Yappov €k Thg TYRg TO Aeyouevov
vitpov, 81-82), and unite the components with one another (Evocov avta dAAAoLg, 82).
While this probably refers to the fact that this mineral used to be extracted from the Nile
Delta in antiquity (Edwards & Currie et al., 2007),8 the choice of terms here suggests an
extra layer of meaning. A piece of Egyptian land is talked about as the source (N.B. gk ti|g
nyig, 81) of an ingredient used in the procedure described by a character who may be the
last Ptolemaic ruler of Egypt, and whom the dialogue portrays as the source of alchemical
knowledge. Text and craft intertwine once more.

It is possible to speculate about procedures for acquiring and maybe using this
sodium carbonate. After saying that by uniting all these components in equal measure
natures conquer natures and delight in one another (6tav ta tavta icouétpmg cuvadpoiong,
TOTE VIKOGLY i PUGELS TOC PUOELS Kol TéprovTal &v aAlnlaig, 84-85), Cleopatra addresses

the philosophers again:

BAémete, cooi, Kal GUVIETE" 160D Yap TO TANp® Tig €IS [tdV] culevyBéviov voppiov
7€ Kol VOUONG Kol Yevouévov &v. idov ai Potévol koi ai Stapopai adTdv. 1500, glmov Vuiv
macav v aAnbslov kKol mahv Epd Ouive PAémete kol ocvviete Ot &k Thg OaAidoong
avépyovtat ta véen Paoctalovia T Boota TA eVAOYNUEVA, Kol adTd ToTilel Tag Yaiog Kol
avaebdel T0 omépuato Kol ta &vOn. ouoimg kol tO Muétepov vépog EEepyduevov €k ToD
Nnuetépov otoryeiov Pactalov ta Bela Hoota Kol motilov Tag Potdvoc Kol T0 oTolETn, Kol
00devOs xpnet ék TV GAlov yoaudv. (Cleopatra 86-94)

Behold, wise ones, and understand: behold the fulfilment of the craft of yoking groom with
bride and them becoming one. Behold the plants and their differences. Behold, I told you all

186 Sodium carbonate was used for a number of purposes, including mummification, the production of Egyptian
blue, and glass-making (ibid).
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the truth and 1 will again say to you: behold and understand that the clouds come up out of
the sea bearing the blessed waters, and they moisten the lands and let the seeds and the
flowers grow; just so does our cloud coming out of our element carrying the divine waters
and watering the plants and the elements, and needs nothing from other lands.

The repetition of sight-related imperatives evokes lines 24-35, where Cleopatra talks rather
cryptically about reaping plants in the proper time (and, in fact, Botévau reappear here). She
now ties this together with the coupling of “bride and groom” (i.e. the undefined ‘female’
ingredient and the ‘male’ orpiment), which may rectify the prior hypothesis of what the
Botavou stand for: rather than referring to the metals themselves, they seem to stand for
ingredients capable of altering them, which need to be collected at a natural environment
(such as a mountain and the bottom of the “Egyptian sea”; see above). The clouds that come
out of the sea (ék tilg Boldoong avépyovtar ta véen) producing “the blessed waters”
(Baotalovta ta Boarta ta edvAoynuéva) which let the flowers grow (évagoet... ta dvon), in
turn, may be related to the so-called sodium carbonate mentioned earlier (to Aeyouevov
vitpov, 82), as it was also said to be extracted from the sea. This seems coherent with the
fact that sodium carbonate is a soluble mineral and also an evaporite, i.e. it becomes
accessible when water evaporates: the formation of such clouds would be necessary for
alchemists to attain sodium carbonate and then dissolve it into “blessed waters” for their
own purposes. These same “blessed waters” were said to visit the bodies in Hades earlier
(ta edAoynuéva Tod Emokéyachat Tovg vekpove, Cleopatra 43), a visit that would result in
them putting on various colours “like flowers at spring” (évdvovtar mokilo kai &vooa
ypodpoata, kKabdamep ta dvon év 1o apt, Cleopatra 54-55) — as these flowers reappear here,

their function in relation to colouring becomes more plausible.*®’

187 ps.-Democritus has a recipe (AP 9) for a liquid compound including orpiment (which appears in Cleopatra
— see above), sodium carbonate (vitpov, which Martelli translates as “soda”) and other ingredients, a “wash”
into which one is to dip dark metallic leaves in order to make them “shadowless”: “Take orpiment, one ounce,
and soda, a half-ounce (...) grind it together in vinegar, or urine, or filtrate of quicklime, until a wash is formed:
dip into this wash the dark metallic leaves while heating them, and you will make them ‘shadowless’” (5&éEa
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Although the language gets more philosophical and abstract at this point, Cleopatra
remains faithful to vivid imagery as the text progresses. She invites the philosophers to
behold the incredible and entirely unknown secret (id0v 10 Tapadoov pvotipilov, AdeApoi,
10 dyvootov 6Amg, 94-95), claiming that the truth has been revealed (v aAnfew vuiv

nepavépmtat, 95), and then proceeds:

dicovcovi® toivuy Kol chveg kol dvaxpvov akpiBdg &v oig Aéym® AdPe ék TV Te6GapOV
OTOEIMV APOEVIKOV AVATATOV Kol KOTOTATOV AGTpoV T€ Kol povctov, icootabua dpoev
Kol OfAv, 6mwg cvlevyBdov dAANLolg. domep yap 1 dpvic €v BeppoTnTt OaATEL KOl TEAELON
Ta QO aOTHG, 0VT®G Kol VUETG OdAyate Kol Astmoate kol EEevéykavteg kol ToTilovteg €v Toig
Ociolc Bdacty &v Mo kai &v Tomoig éykavotikoic,® [kai] dnthcorte &v mupl podakd HeTd
10D mapBevikod yaAakToc Koi mpocéyete £k ToD KamvoD. &v yop Td A1dn KATAKAEIGOV aVTA.
kol A €€ayayovieg moticote avta kKpokov Kidikiov &v AM® Kol &v TOmolg £yKovTiKoig
[k0i]**° dntioate év mopi pakakd petd ydhaktog kol mopBevikod kai TPociyete £k TOD
KamvoD. kol v T@ Adn KAeicote adTd Kol v Aopaieiq Kivioate adTd, LEYPLG OV YEVITOL 1)
KOTOOKELT] QDTMV OTEPEMTEPA KOi OVK ATod1dpdckovca €k ToD TVPAC. Kol T0TE AaPav €&
adtod () kol dtav Evabii 1 yuyn Kol To Tvedpa kal yivovtal &v, Tote Enippuyov €nl U
apydpov kai EEgig ypvodv, Ov obK Exovoty ail Tdv Baciiémv dmobfjkat. (Cleopatra 98-113)

Now, listen, understand and examine accurately the words with which | speak: take, out of
the four elements, the topmost and downmaost orpiment, both white and red, male and female
in equal measure, in order for them to couple with one another. For just as the bird warms
and incubates her eggs in heat, so heat and smoothen and, having carried [them] out and
watered [them] in the divine waters under the sun and in places for burning in, roast them in
a slow fire with maiden’s milk and protect them from the smoke. Enclose them in Hades.
Having led them out again, water them with Cilician saffron in the sun and in places for
burning in, roast them in a slow fire with maiden’s milk and protect them from the smoke.
And shut them in Hades and stir them up cautiously, until their preparation has become
rather firm and not escaping the fire. And then, having taken ( ) out of them and when the
soul and spirit have been united and they have become one, then apply it on to the body of
silver and you will have gold, one which the storehouses of kings do not possess.

apoevikod ovyyiav piav, kai vitpov ovyyiag 600 10 ficL... Agiov Opod €v d&et, 1 oVp, 1 doPéot® otaxti,
Emg yévnron (opog- gig todtov T0 Evokia Topl katafonte métako, Kai drnookidoelg, AP 9.79-84). This may fit
the present hypothesis of the sodium carbonate being used in a liquid solution (the “blessed waters™); the dark
metallic leaves from Ps.-Democritus could be the corpses from Cleopatra that are awakened and made
colourful (“shadowless”) by these “blessed waters”.

188 Note the shift to the singular here; the same utterance shifts to the plural soon afterwards. It is hard to tell
whether these shifts are due to transmission errors or to Cleopatra’s alternating between Ostanes and the
philosophers as her addressee(s).

189 Reitzenstein’s text has éyxavotolg; the above reading is suggested by Prof. Hutchinson.

190 Reitzenstein’s text has dykavotolg kai; see n. 189 above.
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In the midst of imagery that has already become relatively familiar to the reader (e.g. that of
‘male’ and ‘female’ ingredients and of Hades), a second simile appears here. It is similar to
the first one in that it uses the language of imminent birth: the embryo in the maternal womb
here becomes eggs under a mother-bird’s heat. While similes of motherhood have been used
by male characters elsewhere in ancient texts,'% the fact that theonly utterances that use
them in the dialogue are by the dialogue’s only explicitly female character may be telling.
Considering that the philosophers’ response to Cleopatra’s first motherhood simile was
compared to that of an affectionate mother towards her baby (6swpficavieg ol prrdGoEot TO
KéAog ola. QIAdcTopyoc uRTp T TéX0év, 68-69), it seems that the imagery is being
employed in a way that reinforces Cleopatra’s female authority on the topic over the male
philosophers. As what the craft of alchemy produces is presented as imitating the baby
(Lpetran yap M téxvn 10 Ppépog, 71), a female who is in theory able to bring life forth is the
perfect medium for the explanation of how alchemy works. The fact that the philosophers
have been compared to mothers in light of Cleopatra’s explanation suggests their gain from
being exposed to her perspective.

This is not the only aspect of Cleopatra’s identity that appears in the passage.
Towards the end of her explanation of the procedure, Cleopatra claims that it will result in
gold (this is notably the first time metals are explicitly mentioned at all in the dialogue,
alongside odpa apyvpov) which the storehouses of kings do not possess (8&gig ypvoodv, dv
ovK &yovow oi t@v Paciiémv amobfkal, Cleopatra 112-113). Again, Cleopatra is an
authoritative enough figure for making such a claim to the philosophers — though this time
as the last active ruler of Ptolemaic Egypt. What the statement says about the nature of the
gold her procedure would produce is a more difficult matter. While it could be a promise of

gold even more valuable than that of kings, it could equally be a disclaimer: what Cleopatra

191 Similes of mother birds included, e.g. Achilles (lliad 9.323-7) and Jesus (Luke 13:34).
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here describes does not produce real gold at all — the product would not even make it to the
safes of such authorities. We are again confronted with a lack of clarity as to whether
alchemists were invested in genuine attempts to make gold, mere forgery or both. What they
do seem particularly invested in, however, is leaving a lot of room for interpretation in their
texts.

At this point, Cleopatra’s association of the téyvn with divinity becomes much
stronger. She invites the philosophers once more to behold the mystery — for the first time
called theirs (id0v 10 pvotiplov v errocoewv, 114): can they at last claim possession of
the gold that was at last given to them by the text? — about which their parents (including
Cleopatra’s) administered an oath not to reveal or make public (nepi avtod €Edpricoy Nuiv
ol matépeg UMY Tod pry dmorkoldyon odtd kai dnpociedoar, 114-115),1% a secret that has
divine form (fsiov &yov 10 £1d0g, 115-116), as well as divine action (Osiav kol v évépyeiav,
116). She adds that the divine is the thing that makes beings united to divinity divine (fgiov
vap €otv Ot Evovpévag Thj BedtnTt Belog dmotedel Tag ovoiag, 116-117; see above). One
can hear an echo of Diotima’s ideas in the Symposium (see above), in particular when she
says that the engendering and bringing to birth that results from a man and a woman uniting
is something immortal within a mortal being (1 yap &vdpog kol yovaukog cuvovsio TOKOG
gotiv. ot 6¢ ToDTO Blov TO MPAypa, Koi ToDTO &V Ovntd Svil 1d LDw dBdvatov Eveotiv, N
Koo kai 1 yévvnoig, Plat. Symp. 206c). The link becomes more convincing in light of the
emphasis given by Cleopatra earlier to the uniting of a male and a female (see above), as
well as what she says immediately after: it is by such means that mortal things attain a soul
(8v ®... T& BvnTa éuyvyodvrar, 117-118). Less helpfully, however, Cleopatra’s reasoning

is as hard to follow as Diotima’s.

192 This echoes the oath for secrecy in Isis to Horus — see Chapter .
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Cleopatra adds that this is how they (whatever beings she refers to as “mortal things”)
receive the spirit coming out of them by being overpowered and overpowering one another
(xai deyxopeva t0 Tvedpa TO EEEABOV €€ avTdV KpaToDvTol Kai kpatodotv GAAnAa). Precisely
what avt@v refers to is unclear, though the use of the verb kpatéw may be referring to
substances (ovoia, see line 117) reacting to one another according to the law of sympathies

and antipathies. What follows seems to confirm this:

domep yop 1O mvedUo TO GKOTEWVOV TO TATPEC poTondTnTog Kol dbvpiag t© Kpatodv Td
oopata Tod pn Aevkaviijvar koi 6¢EacBot 10 KAAAOG Kol TV ¥potdv, fiv éveddoavto €k Tod
onuovpyod { ). doBevel yap 10 odpo kol TO Tvedpo kol 1 yoyn 610 T0 oKOTOG TO
EKTETAUEVOV. EMAV 0& aOTO TO TTveEDUO TO OKOTEWOV Kal Ppopodv dmofinbein dote un
Qovival OGUNV UNATE TNV POty T0D 6KOTOVG, TOTE POTI(ETOL TO GO0 Kol YOipETOL 1) Yoy
Kol TO Tvedua 6Tl Amédpa TO GKOTOG Gmd TOD CMUOTOC Kol KOAETL 1 yoyn 10 OO TO
TEPOTIGUEVOV- Eyelpat £ A1d0v kal dvdotn ot £k oD Tdpov kal E€eyEpOnTt £k TOD 6KOTOVG:
€voédvoon yop mvevudtmoty kol Osimotv, Enedn Epbakey Kai 1| v Thg AvacTioem Kol
10 appaxov tig (ofic eioNAbev mpog €. (Cleopatra 119-130)

For just as the dark spirit, the one full of vanity and faintheartedness, the one that conquers
the bodies so that they do not get whitened and receive the beautiful colour which they wear
from the craftsman ( ). For the body, the spirit and the soul get weakened because of the
gloom that has stretched over them. And on the occasion when the spirit itself, the dark and
foul-smelling one, is thrown away, to the point of there being no perception of smell or
colour of darkness, then the body shines, and the soul rejoices, and so does the spirit, because
the gloom has fled the body, and the soul summons the body that has become luminous:
“awake from Hades, rise from the tomb, wake up from the darkness; for you have put on
spiritualisation and divinisation since the voice of resurrection has come and the medicine
of life has entered you.”

Through near-death imagery, we are brought back to processes of metal alteration. This can
be inferred mainly by the references to rather sensorial features associated with the “dark,
foul-smelling spirit” (10 Tvedpa 10 ckotewdv Kol fpouodv, 123-124), which will no longer
leave a smell (6ounv, 124) or a dark colour (trv ypoiav 10d oxdtovg, 124-125) once thrown
away. These could easily describe observable phenomena from a technical experiment.
Alongside such descriptions, the term ‘demiurge’ seems to be used here in the down-to-earth

sense of ‘craftsman’.
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While the sense-based language used in the passage above makes the death-rebirth
imagery more graspable in technical terms than when first introduced in the dialogue, the
presence of what one might vaguely call ‘spiritual’ language cannot be denied. It is precisely
with regard to the “dark, foul-smelling spirit” that Philonenko (1992, pp. 656-661) argued
for a far more compelling Iranian parallel than Reitzenstein (1919, p. 21) ever did (see
above). According to a version of the Zurvanite myth, the androgynous God Zurvan

generates two spirits, one of them being Ahriman:

« Zervan ’ayant vu ne sut pas qui il pouvait bien étre, et il demandait : Qui es-tu, toi ? Et
celui-ci dit : Je suis ton fils. Zervan lui dit : mon fils est parfumé et lumineux, et toi, tu es
ténébreux (xawarin) et puant (Zandahot) ».

La question posée a sa réponse : « I’esprit ténébreux et puant », ¢’est le mauvais fils de
Zervan, ¢’est Ahriman. (Philonenko, 1992, p. 657)

Philonenko here quotes a translation from a passage found in the work of Eznik of Kolb, a
fifth-century, Armenian Christian writer (ibid.).1% Considering Cleopatra’s bias towards
biblical language and our suggested date for the dialogue, it seems at least possible that its
author had access to Iranian religious notions via Christian sources. At any rate, this seems
more plausible than the straight Iranian origin proposed by Reitzenstein.

In fact, other descriptive expressions used in the passage are given Christian
colouring. The soul calls the body that has become luminous (repwticuévov, 127) — while
the verb could easily refer to the bright colour of the metal, pwrtilw is quite frequently used
in the New Testament (e.g. 1 Corinthians 4:5; 2 Timothy 1:10; Ephesians 3:9).1%* As the

soul says that the body has put on ‘“evaporation/spiritualisation and divinisation”

193 Philonenko (1992, p. 657 n. 44) uses the French translation by Victor Langlois via indirect sources, one of
them being Bidez & Cumont (1938, vol. 2 p. 90).

194 The same perfect form that occurs here also appears in an Orphic fragment (PEG Orph. 760) and in CH 9
3.
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(rvevpdtoow kai Osiwow), the blurring of the lines between physical and spiritual
transformations becomes even more obvious. This overlap also happens in the reappearance
of the pappaxov tig LwT|g, which could easily denote an ingredient, but this exact expression
is used metaphorically in Ecclesiasticus 6:16 to describe a loyal friend. More tellingly, the
“voice of resurrection” directed at the body in the tomb is reminiscent of John 11:43, where
Jesus makes Lazarus rise from the tomb by shouting with a loud voice (koi Tadta einmv
QOVY| peydAn éxpavyacev Adlape, debpo Ew). In short, these ambiguities show that
‘demiurge’ is probably being used here with an uppercase ‘D’ (as the divine Creator of the
world) just as much as with a lowercase one (as a mundane craftsperson).

As if animated by the eappoxov tiig (wfg, the following lines get livelier. The spirit
is given emotion (70... Tvedpa... evepaiveton &v Td oduatt, 131), which is in turn mixed
with movement (tpéyetl Kateneiyov €v yopd €ig TOV domacpov avtod, 131-132). The soul
joins the joyful party (kai xaipetar (] yoyn) &v 1@ oikw avtiic, 134-135), feeling at home in
the body that became divine in correspondence with her (éxewdn) Ogiov yéyovev kat’ avtnv,
136): the attainment of divinity is talked about in rather affectionate and intimate terms. The
three of them, then (body, soul, and spirit), have united in love (kai vodncav Tavieg &v
ayamn, 10 o®dpo Kol 1 yoyn kol to nvedpa,138-139) — as mentioned earlier, the word of
affection ayann is quite frequent in the New Testament. Finally, the mystery is hidden in
their becoming one (koi yeyovacty &v, &v & kékpomtor 0 puotipiov, 139-140): the religious
undertone is undeniable.

Lines 140-154 insist on the importance of body, soul, and spirit uniting, but bring an

interesting addition:

10 yop mOp avTovg fivooey kol petéPorev Kal £k ToD kKOATOL ThG YaoTpog avtod EERfABOV
[opoimg kal €k Tfig YaoTpog TMV VOGTOV Kol €K TOD GEPOg ToD S10KOVODVTOG 0VTOIG]. Kol
adTo EENVEYKEV aDTOVG €K TOD 0KOTOVG €ig MG Kol €k mEVOoLg €lg PadpotNTo Kol &5
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aobBeveiog el Vyelav kol €k Bavatov eic Loy, kol €védvoev avtovg Oelov d6Eav
TVELUATIKTV, TV 00K €VESIOVGKOVTO TO Tpiv, OTL &V adTOlC KEKPLTTTOL OAOV TO LVCTHPLOV Kol
(10) Blov avorroimtov vmapyet. (Cleopatra 141-148)

For the fire has united and altered them, and they have come out the cavity of his womb
[similarly also out of the womb of the waters and the air serving them]. And it has carried
them out of the darkness into light, out of grief into joyousness, out of sickness into health,
out of death into life, and dressed them with the divine and spiritual glory, which they had
not put on before, for in them the whole mystery is hidden and the divine unchangeability
lies.

Two instances of the formula ‘éx X €ic y’ are parallel to a passage in Melito’s De Pascha.
The passage in question is the one where Jesus Christ is described as the one who “rescued
us... from shadows to light, from death to life” (6 pvoauevog NUAG... €k oKOTOVG EiC PO,
€k Bavarov gic (onv, Mel. De Pascha 489-492; see also 1 Peter 2:9) — the verb pvopon used
here also belongs to the same semantic field as éxeépw, the form chosen to introduce the
formula in Cleopatra (é€nveykev avtovg, 144). The expression Beiav d6&av, in turn, also
appears in the work of the second/third century CE Christian theologian Clement of
Alexandria (610 motevdpey... gig d6&av Beiav kol compiav, Stromata 2.6.28).

This expands the range of scriptural influence on alchemical texts already indicated
in the previous chapter in the case of Isis to Horus and 1 Enoch. In fact, part of the earliest
evidence of Melito’s De Pascha is in the fourth century Chester Beatty-Michigan papyrus
which also contains the Epistle of Enoch (see Chapter I). This might indicate that alchemical
authors could have shared a tradition of scriptural works among which many did not make
the cut to the biblical canon (as the following chapter will show, this is further corroborated
by Zosimus’ On the Letter Omega). But while in the case of Isis to Horus one of the effects
of the parallels with the Enochic Book of Watchers is elevating the source and the
transmission of alchemical knowledge, the parallels with De Pascha here seem to confer

something spiritual to what occurs in the alchemical process itself: the transformation metals
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undergo through fire are comparable to the transformation one would undergo through
Christ.

Cleopatra then moves to language closer to the natural world. She talks about the
interaction among the four elements, stating that “the fire has been made subject to the water
and the earth to the air, and similarly the air is with the fire and the earth with the water, and
the fire with the earth and the water with the air” (bmetdyn yop 10 wdp @ Hdatt Kol O yovg
M AéPL, Opoime kal O Anp pHetd Tod TVPOG Kai O ¥odg uetd Tod VdATOg Kai TO Top [Kai O
Vowp] peta Tod x00¢ kai 10 Véwp petd Tod aépog, 155-157). The re-combining of the
interaction among elements is so disorienting that it is hard to see any separation among
them, and understandably so, as the following statement clarifies: “and they became one”
(xai &yévovto &v, Cleopatra 157). One of the first images of the dialogue returns, as unity
comes about from plants and thick smoke (éx yap Botavdv kai aiBaAdv yéyove 10 &v,
Cleopatra 157-158). The nod to the agricultural imagery from the beginning of the text
seems to indicate some sort of culmination, as this is also the moment when a particularly
repetitive version of the alchemical formula occurs: “And behold: the natures have
overpowered the natures, the natures have conquered the natures, and because of this they
alter the natures and the bodies and everything from their nature” (1500 ékpdtnoav ai Ooelg
TAG PUOELS Kol Eviknoov kai 010 ToDTo dAAO0DGY TAG PVCELS KOl TO COUOTO Kol TAVTO €K
evoEmg ATV, 159-161).

Cleopatra concludes her long speech about many things becoming one by becoming
one with the philosophers, as she uses a verb in the first person plural for the first time and
addresses them as brothers: “We have learned this mystery, brothers, from God and our
father Comarius, the chief-priest” (todto pvetipilov Epdbopeyv, aderpoi, £k 00D Kol TATPOG
nudv Kopoapiod tod apyepémg, Cleopatra 163-164). The hypothesis that this Comarius

might refer to a church figure that would have attended the Council of Ephesus (see above)
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becomes more attractive when one considers that Cleopatra has been exalting unity. One of
the points discussed in the Council was the doctrine of the one nature of Christ and, quite
interestingly, the expression “one nature” (pio @Oo1c) is soon to appear in Cleopatra 188
(see below).1% Cleopatra then adds that she has said “all the truth that has been kept secret
by many wise men and prophets” (gimov Vpiv... micov GANOe0y KeKpLUUEVIV TTaPOL
TOAM®DV 60Q@OV Kai tpoenTdV, 165-166) — a pair of terms that in Antiquity seems to appear
mostly, if not exclusively, among Christian authors (e.g. Origen Homily 5.10; Apollinaris
Frag. 118 line 4 Reuss; Didymus the Blind Frag. 74 line 7 Muhlenberg) and might
potentially refer to the learned churchmen that had the privilege to attend such discussion.

The Christian references keep pouring in as the philosophers show their extravagant
appreciation for Cleopatra by saying that the womb that bore her is blessed (paxapia yap
vapyel 1 o€ Paotdcaco kokia, 168-169). As mentioned above, the utterance is strikingly
similar to one said by a woman in a crowd to Jesus in Luke 11:27 (nokopio 1 kotdio 1
Baotdoacd og); it is also mentioned as a “saying” by Origen (...0¢ xéobai tivog Adyov Kol
10- pokopio 1 koo 1 Pacatdcd og, Homilies on Luke Frag. 165). This is possibly the
clearest expression of the transformation from a Platonic-like dialogue setting to a Christian-
like gospel one, where Cleopatra would be the prophet and the philosophers the crowd to be
converted, but with a fundamental difference: rather than the resurrection of Christ,
Cleopatra needs to persuade her interlocutors to believe what may be called (and indeed she
has described as) the resurrection of matter.

Cleopatra replies by saying that her words to them are celestial bodies and divine
mysteries (couata ovpavia kol Ogio pootplo drdpyovoty Ta V1T Euod Luiv pndévta, 170-

171). By borrowing a word of her disciples’ borrowed saying (N.B. the adaptation of

195 | found no other primary evidence about this Comarius other than the passage mentioned in 2.1 above (ACE
1.11 5 30). There are two instances where Price (2014, p. 20 & 2016, p. 14) states that this Comarius was an
Egyptian bishop “known from other sources” (ibid. & ibid.) to have been one of Cyril’s agents in
Constantinople, but he does not provide such sources in either instance.
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vapy®), Cleopatra once again transforms language employed to describe her into language
to describe the knowledge she is sharing (as seen above, she does the same with perfect
forms of kpYmto in lines 61 and 139-140). She also seems to revisit the transformation the
text underwent by mentioning both its ends as it has come down to us: the celestial bodies
which are first mentioned (lines 1-23) and the divine mysteries preached at the philosophers
towards the end. Quite fittingly, she concludes her remark by reinforcing her doctrine of
transformation, saying that they (the celestial bodies and the divine mysteries? — the same
avoidance of mentioning things by name from the start of the text reappears here) “transform
the natures by means of their twisting and alteration and dress them with an unknown and
exalted glory which they did not possess before” (070 yop TG S106TPOPTG Kol AALOUDGEMG
aOTAOV HETAPAALOVGL TAC PUOELS Kal EVOVOLGLY aTAG d0&aY AyveoTov Kol Emmpuévny, fiv
npdTepov ovk eiyov, 171-173). In fact, it seems that the terms Swacstpoen and érloimotg,
which can also mean more abstractly ‘distortion’ and ‘confusion’, respectively, are also
hinting at Cleopatra’s very manner of ‘twisting’ her reasoning and confounding the reader
with regard to what this shape-shifting text really is.

A wise man responds (kai enoiv 6 copog, Cleopatra 174) with questions that sound

like those of a natural philosopher:

gime uiv, @ Kieomdrpa, kol todto- S1é ti yéypamrar (obtag 10)% pootprov tiig Aailamog;
oOUOTA E0TIV 1) TEYVT; Kol TpoyoD dikny dvwbev avtiig, domep TO puotiplov (Eueaivel, 6
o0pavog) Kol O dpdpog Koi molog dvmbev kol oiknuoto Kol mopyol kol mwapepfoirol
gvdo&otatan; (Cleopatra 174-178)

Tell us the following also, Cleopatra: why has the mystery of the whirlwind been written in
this way? Is the art bodies? And are there, like a wheel, above it, as the mystery shows, the
sky and its running and the axis of the heaven above and the most glorious dwelling places
and towers and camps?

1% According to Prof. Hutchinson, this addition seems doubtful, although there is presumably something
missing; it might be a reference to the Septuagint.
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Despite its focus on the mechanics of the cosmos, the term évdo&dtatan suggests a slightly
different context. The verb évéo&alopon seems exclusive to the Septuagint and the New
Testament, except for one very significant instance in the fourth-century PGM 13, The
Eighth Book of Moses. As Chapter | has pointed out, this is the papyrus whose hand
Lagercrantz identified with the proto-alchemical papyri of Leiden and Stockholm. Also as
demonstrated in Chapter I, the remarkable overlap of scripture and technical knowledge
gains further complexity through parallels with magical texts.

Cleopatra’s last utterance is far from a conclusion that brings a resolution to the many
puzzling moments of the dialogue. She recognises the philosophical concepts underlying the
wise man’s comment (kaA®¢ tebeikacty avtv ol pradcoot, 179 — avtryv probably refers
back to téyvn), but immediately connects it with the divine realm (mg £tébn éx tod
dnuovpyod kol deomdtov TOV amdvtov, 179-180). While apparently retrieving the
connection among the four elements and the movements of the cosmos (6 molog ék t@V
Te00Gpv dpapeital kai ob un mavontal, 181) that gently nods to the first lines of the text,
Cleopatra introduces information that is entirely new: “these things were engendered in this
Ethiopian land of ours, from where are taken plants and stones and divine bodies — which
God has placed, not a man” (tadto &téyOnocav &v Th Y UGV Tavty T Aidonid, &€ fig
Aappdvovtor Botdvor kai Aot kol copata Ogia, driva €0nkev 6 Bedg Kol oVK AvOpwTOG,
182-4). What so far had looked more specifically like an Egyptian setting gets challenged —
and the kind of context this may bring to light is explored in the following section.

The closing lines amplify rather than explain the alchemical formula, by saying that
the Demiurge has sown a capacity in each of these (év éxdotm 6¢ évéomelpev O dnIOVPYOC
v dvvouwy, 184 — Ekactog seems to refer back to each of the Botdvan kai Aibot kai chuata
O¢ia; see above): one turns pale, the other does not (10 &v yAwpaivet, kol GALO 0O YAwpaivel,

185); one is dry, the other is humid (£v Enpov, v Dypov, 185); one tends to contain, the other
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to distinguish (&v xafextikov kol &v kprrikov, 185-186), and this is why the rule is made

possible:

... Kol &v 1@ amavtijoal GAANA0LG KpaTtoDoty GAANAQ. kal &v &v T® GAA® copatol kol (Ev)
&v 1@ €tépw xatayAdilel kal yivovtor pio @Uolg M mhoag tag @voelg Onpedovoa kol
KpoTodoa, Kol adto 10 £V VIKQ Tdcov UGV TV ToD Tupog Kol oD x60¢ Kol dAlotol Tdcov
TV dvvouy adtdv. Kol i6od Aéym duiv 10 mépag avtod. (Cleopatra 186-191)

And in their meeting they conquer one another. One thing makes corporeal in the other, and
one gives glory in the other, and they become the one nature that pursues and conquers all
natures, and the one itself conquers every nature, that of the fire, of the earth, and changes
all their power. And there, I tell you the end it reaches.

The Greek of this passage seems deliberately convoluted, as if refusing to break down what
the law of sympathies and antipathies really means (see Introduction). The word order is a
bit disorienting, and the vocabulary again accumulates disorienting vagueness: what does to
gv refer to? Does avtod refer back to it? Most importantly, what is the exact meaning of to
népag here? ‘Limit’ or ‘boundary’ is quite a common sense, but the way in which the process
is described, however elusively, in the language of power and conquest (N.B. 6npgvovca,
Kkpatovoa, vikd) undermines a sense of limitation. Rather, it seems to mean ‘end’ in the
sense of accomplishment, from which the term can sometimes mean ‘perfection’, or
sometimes even adverbially ‘at last’. When finished, (the final product of the procedure?)
becomes a medicine that runs within the body (6tav telew®ton, yivetor @dappokov
eoveut(ik)ov &v 1® oouatt tpéyov, 191-192). And as she rushes to the end like the
eappoakov runs through the bodies, the text is completed by Cleopatra’s closing statement:
“for here the craft of the philosophy is complete” (évtadBa yap thg @rloco@iag 1 T€xvn
nenAnpwta, 195). The closing lines are also filled with endings, displaying one last instance

of processes being described by Cleopatra relating to the text itself.
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While this toilsome close reading of a text that defies interpretation provides a
starting point for navigating Cleopatra, many of its aspects do (and some will) remain
baffling. The following section attempts to contextualise some of Cleopatra’s features that
may be particularly disconcerting to the classical scholar. Why is Cleopatra the chosen
protagonist for this dialogue, and what transformation has given the renowned queen of
Egypt from pagan times a Christian voice that nonetheless does not mention Christ? Why is
the Persian magus Ostanes the only named figure among the philosophers? How do these
literary choices relate to those in the Letter from Isis to Horus? Do these choices combined

start to reveal an underlying set of literary conventions among alchemical authors?

2.2) The context

(i) Cleopatra

The Cleopatra of this dialogue is a challenging figure. Her co-appearance with the legendary
magus Ostanes arguably calls for a figure just as legendary, namely Cleopatra VI, the last
Ptolemaic ruler of Egypt. In fact, this identification can easily be corroborated not only by
the astounding amount of early evidence explicitly associating the craft of alchemy with
famous names, some of which are Egyptian (see Introduction and Chapter 1), but also by the
established reputation both Cleopatra and Egypt enjoyed in relation to knowledge among
the Greeks. At the same time, the Christian language and themes that often appear in the
dialogue (see close reading above) could indicate that this identification is either inadequate

(because ‘out of character’)'% or relative in the sense that the Cleopatra of this dialogue

197 Considering the Christian language of the dialogue, Charron (2005, p. 453) speculates that the author of
Cleopatra could “be a ... Jewish-Christian, or a Gentile-Christian, a learned Egyptian woman adhering to the
teaching of Paul (...) and maybe baptised”. After raising this possibility, Charron seems to identify the author
with the main character in the dialogue: “we must infer that Cleopatra had close contacts with members of the
Alexandrian Jewish milieu, sharing philosophical and esoteric speculations with outsiders, including disciples
of Hermes like her” (ibid.).
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would be similar to the Isis of the letter investigated in the previous chapter: an Egyptian
figure placed in an openly eclectic work in which historical and cultural consistency is not
a major concern. To make things more challenging, Cleopatra talks of “this Ethiopian land
of ours” (tfj yfi Hudv tavt tfj Aibonidy, Cleopatra 182).1% While this could be justified by
the cultural eclecticism just mentioned, one should not downplay the use of the pronoun in
the first person plural (no personal pronouns are used when she mentions Egypt in Cleopatra
80-81). The following investigates these three threads that unravel from Cleopatra and
argues that early alchemical literature and other contextual factors allow for the three of
them to be interwoven.

It is true that the cultural impact of Cleopatra VII, the political mastermind whose
erudition, connections with Roman rulers, and even death, are now the stuff of legend, often
overshadows the existence of many other Cleopatras — mythical, historical and somewhere
in between.'%® Among early and most likely mythical Cleopatras is one that features in
Phoenix’s story in his attempt to convince Achilles to return to the battlefield (Iliad 9.555-
605); one Cleopatra that is the daughter of Boreas and Oreithya and wife of Phineus, and
who was probably much better known than the extant evidence on her has allowed modern
readers to see (both Aeschylus and Sophocles had plays called Phineus, now lost); and one
Cleopatra that has been associated with Midas and who Whitehorne (1994, pp. 6-12)
suggests might be the missing link between the mythical Cleopatras and the long line of
Macedonian rulers in Egypt. Finally, one hears of another historical, royal Cleopatra: one of
the wives of Herod the Great, about whom not much information seems to have survived

other than that she was known as “Cleopatra of Jerusalem” (Josephus AJ 17.1.3).

198 The present thesis refers to ‘Ethiopia’ in the sense it would have been used in the ancient Greek-speaking
world from Herodotus onwards, i.e. “the lands south of Egypt comprising most of the modern states of Sudan
and Ethiopia, the ancient Kush, Meroe, and Aksum” (OCD?*, ‘Ethiopia’). See Snowden Jr. (1970).
199 The summarised account of various Cleopatras to follow is from Whitehorne (1994, pp. 1-13).
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While this shows that the name ‘Cleopatra’ is less exceptional than the general public
might expect — and some non-Egyptian inscriptions show that this name was not restricted
to royals either (Whitehorne, 1994, p. 1) — the accounts about and the reception of the famous
Cleopatra still make her a very strong contender to be associated with the dialogue. Plutarch
famously speaks of her as a persuasive (ueta tiig év @ daAiéyecbon mbavotrog, Ant. 27.2),
learned woman who could speak without any need for an interpreter with Ethiopians,
Troglodytes, Hebrews, Arabs, Syrians, Medes, and Parthians (Vit. Ant. 27.3). The last
Ptolemaic queen has also been associated with technical knowledge: according to Galen,
Cleopatra was “the author of a treatise entitled Cosmetics, of which several recipes have
been preserved” (Totelin, 2017, p. 150; see Gal. Comp. Med. Loc. 12.403.16-17);?% for the
particular case of alchemy, Pliny’s (NH 9.58) anecdote about how Cleopatra made one of
the largest pearls in history dissolve in vinegar could also be relevant. This combination of
persuasiveness and associations with technical knowledge and skill makes Cleopatra VI a
perfect fit for the setting and subject-matter of Cleopatra. Furthermore, it is plausible that a
culturally eclectic author would feel drawn to a culturally ambiguous,?* polyglot figure,
acclaimed for an impressive capacity for both political and cultural articulation?°? (according
to Plutarch, she was the only Ptolemaic ruler who bothered to learn Egyptian).

This can be reinforced by ancient evidence concerning Egypt both in and out of

alchemical literature. It is well known that Egypt has always had a considerable reputation

200 For an edition, French translation and commentary of the Greek fragments of this treatise, see Vincent
(2010-2011).

201 Ashton (2008, pp. 1-13) discusses the complexity of Cleopatra’s identity in relation to different approaches
and agendas in modern scholarship. Some scholars tend to emphasise her Greek-Macedonian bloodline; others
(including Ashton) draw attention to the facts that early evidence signals that Cleopatra was invested in
presenting herself as Egyptian rather than Greek-Macedonian both in Egyptian and Roman contexts (ibid., pp.
3-7); that “by the time she first came to power in 51 BCE her family had lived in Egypt for 272 years” (ibid.,
p. 1), and most importantly, that the identity of Cleopatra’s paternal grandmother is not known (ibid., p. 6), all
of which could point to a mixed-race background.

202 One prophecy from the third book of the Sibylline oracles that probably dates from Cleopatra’s reign (see
Aune, 1983, pp. 74-75) “is of considerable political and social interest, since it reveals a strong current of
Egyptian nationalism that regarded Cleopatra (...) as a deliverer of eastern Mediterranean peoples and as a
conqueror of Rome” (ibid., p. 75). See also Lightfoot (2007, p. 239 n. 112).
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for its knowledge in metallurgy.?® As discussed in the Introduction, it is quite likely that the
two extant alchemical papyri originated from Egypt, most likely Thebes (Dosoo, 2016). Ps.-
Democritus claims to have come to Egypt “bringing natural substances” (fikm 6¢ kdym &v
Alydnto pépov ta euowd PM.4.65). A list of alchemists from manuscripts A (fol. 195v)
and Parisinus Gr. 2250 (fol. 245) contains the entry “Cleopatra, the wife of king Ptolemy”
(M KAeomdzpa 1 yovn ITtorepaiov 100 Pacihéwg, CAAG Gr. 25.11-12). While this list is
probably quite late for the present purposes, Zosimus of Panopolis (whose epithet speaks for

itself) stresses a connection between his craft and Egyptian royalty:204

dLov 10 tfig Aiydmtov Pacitelov, @ yoval, Gmd TdY §V0 TOVTOV TEXVAY GUVEGTNKE, TOV TE
KOUPIK@V kol T@dv Quoikdv [koi] yaupov- 1 yap kodovpévn Beia téyvn, Tovtéotv M
doypatikn, wepl fjv doyorlobvtan dmavteg ol {NTodvIeg TO YEPOKUNTA BmavTo Kol TOG TG
TEYVOG, TOC Téooapdc enut (al) dokodol Tt molelv, povolg ££e600n toig iepedov: 1 yap
PULGIKT YaIOVPYIKT PaciAémv 1y (...). domep (yap) oi Texvitar ol moTdpevol Paciiikov
TonTEw vouioua ody £00Toig ThnTovowy, Emel Tinmpotvtal, obTe Kol érl Toig faciiedotl TV
Aiyvrtiov ol teyvital tfig EYNnoemg ol £xovTeg TV YvOGLY TiiG Appomivciog Kol dkoiovdiog
ovy £ovtoic émofovv, GAA elg avtd TOdTO dotpotedovio?® eic tovg Onoavpoig
gpyacopevor-2® (...) vopog yap fiv Aiyvrtioig unde éyypleng ovtd ékdidovar.2?” (Final
Count 1.1-20)

The entire Egyptian palace, woman, has arisen from these two crafts, the ones regarding
metallic ore worked from time to time and the ones regarding natural metallic ore. For the
craft called divine, that is the one that can be taught, the one with which all those searching
for all the artificial things and the honourable crafts occupy themselves, the four ones | mean

203 A good overview of metallurgy in ancient Egypt is provided by Grimes (2018, especially pp. 34-53 and pp.
88-94), although I am not entirely convinced by her proposition that Zosimus was a Hermetic scribal priest in
intimate connection with the House of Life. See also Martelli (2013, pp. 63-69) and for Egyptian evidence
proper, see Aufrére (1991, vol.1, pp. 59-82).

204 The edition of the Greek text is Festugiére (RHT 1:363-364), who edits this version following M together
with a version from A (fol. 111r) alongside a slightly different version from A (fol. 251v-255r — hereafter A?).
The quotation above predominantly follows M&A; whenever relevant, variants from A? are indicated in the
footnotes.

205 On the one hand, Prof. Hutchinson considers the idea of these craftspeople being enrolled in the army odd,
despite the apyiotpdnyor that occurs in an omitted passage from the M&A version (line 17); éotpatevovto
€lg may suggest “would go on an expedition to the treasuries”. He suggests a possibility like £zdttovto “were
assigned”, maybe with a corruption from é&pyiotpatiyovg. A? has the dative toic Aiyvntiov Paciiedoty
between gotpatebovto and eig tovg Bnoovpove, which could go with Onocadpovg, but might suggest the
pluperfect éotpdtevvro, “had been enrolled in the treasures by the kings”. On the other hand, Festugiére (RHT
1:276 n. 3) observes that people working in mines and quarries in Egypt were indeed under military
surveillance (he refers to two inscriptions: RIGLE 1.143 and 1.454), so the emendations are not an absolute
necessity.

206 Suggestion by Prof. Hutchinson; both versions in Festugiére have épyalopevor.

207 follow AZin this particular passage, as M&A have a tva between avtd and éxdid6van that does not seem
to work well in the sentence.
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which actually seem to be effective, has been assigned only to the priests. For the art of
extracting gold from ore by nature belonged to the rulers (...). For just as the craftspeople
who are knowledgeable about striking official royal coin do not do that for themselves, in
which case they are punished, so do the craftspeople of smelting under the Egyptian rulers
who possess the knowledge of sand-washing for gold and what follows it would not do it
for themselves, but for this very reason were enrolled in the army in order to work at the
treasures. (...) For there was a law among Egyptians according to which one could not make
these things known even in writing.

Zosimus’ attribution of a divine status to alchemy (N.B. Oeio téyvn) was already
noted in Isis to Horus, when Isis refers to it as a iepa téyvn (see Chapter I): this
approximation between knowledge and sacredness in the Greek reception of Egypt is not an
isolated occurrence. A passage in Philostratus (VA 3.32) states that those who come from
Egypt (o1 €€ Aiyomtov) declare themselves both holy and wise (c@dc pev avtodg iepovg e
Kol copovg amopaivovteg), and claim to have established the Greeks’ sacrifices and
initiations (vopobétag Buoidv 1€ kai tEAET®V, OMOGOG vopilovow ol “EAlnveg). Both
Herodotus (2.143) and Plato (Tim. 21d-25d) tell stories of Greeks (Hecataeus and Solon,
respectively) traveling to Egypt and attaining knowledge from priests. More relevant to the
issue at hand, the second or third century CE fragment CPF Plato 139T (P. Ryl. 63) shows
the ending of a dialogue between Plato and Egyptian prophets (ITAdtwvoc 100 AOnvaiov
d1voc[6]dov [rt]poc t[o]vc TpodnTac...[d]rdvincic covodo]c [..] dleAdcemc) with “baldly
informative exchanges on astrology” (Hutchinson, 2008, p. 248). The use of the dialogue
form and the transmission of technical knowledge between Egyptian figures and a Greek
philosopher form a meaningful parallel with Cleopatra.

Yet, the Greek romanticised view of Egyptian wisdom does not explain the presence
of biblical language and topoi in Cleopatra. A few parallels with Isis to Horus may offer
some insight into this and show that the eclecticism of alchemical texts is not arbitrary. Both
in Isis to Horus and in Cleopatra, one finds two of the most easily recognisable female

figures from an Egyptian context (and Cleopatra is reported to have strongly identified with
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and dressed as the figure of Isis; cf. Plut. Ant. 54.6) as the ones in charge of the transmission
of knowledge to a male audience (Horus and the philosophers, respectively).?%® These
choices could be related to the fact that we do hear of two historical female practitioners of
alchemy (Maria and Theosebeia) and make one wonder whether female authors might be
hiding behind the anonymity of these two works. But most strikingly, the knowledge they
are now imparting was first acquired from obscure figures (Isis from Amnael and Cleopatra
from Comarius) that evoke a Judeo-Christian element.?%® Thus, the overall characterisation
of Isis and Cleopatra carries a Judeo-Christian mark that detaches them from their original
pagan contexts and creates updated versions of them: prophetesses over goddess and
queen.?%0

More speculatively, the Judeo-Christian thematic links between Isis to Horus and
Cleopatra might cast some light on the latter’s reference to the Ethiopian land. As the
previous chapter mentioned, the scriptural text with which Isis to Horus engages, 1 Enoch,
has been more extensively transmitted in Ge‘ez (also referred to as ‘Classical Ethiopic’) than
any other language — not a surprising fact, given that it is only among the Ethiopian Jews
and the Ethiopian and Eritrean Orthodox Tewahedo Churches that this text holds canonical

status. While these may be considered later developments, there is earlier evidence that

208 Although the identity of all the philosophers is not given in Cleopatra, the only ones that are singled out
are identified as male: Ostanes and “the wise one” — a phrase that might actually refer to Ostanes as well (see
close reading above).

209 Again, one wonders if there is a similarity between these fictional accounts and the teacher-pupil
relationship between Zosimus (who, as the following chapters will show, is heavily influenced by early
Christian literature) and Theosebeia.

210 A similar phenomenon occurs outside alchemical literature with another female figure mentioned in Chapter
I, namely the Sibyl. Lightfoot (2007, esp. pp. 18-24) argues for a transformation of the Sibyl “from pagan seer
to Judaeo-Christian prophetess” (ibid., p. 18). She proposes that one of the markers for this adaptation of the
Sibyl in the Sibylline Oracles may be her being called a ‘prophetess’ (zpoefitic) — the epithet given to Isis in
Isis to Horus arguably Cleopatra’s role in Cleopatra: “Pagan sources often call her a ypnouwdog or
ypnopordyoc (or poetic equivalents), but these words are applied to her here only in order to be denied. I infer
that their associations are unacceptably pagan. (...) The oracles much prefer zpog7jrig. (...) Noticeably, it is
certain Christian authors who start to apply this label to her. Perhaps they have come to regard her as a forth-
teller of the word of the true God” (ibid., pp. 20-21). See Chapter | and Mertens (1989a), who has a broader
take on the term ‘prophet’, but mentions how it is attributed to Moses in PGM 5.109 (ibid., p. 264) and later
to the alchemist Maria the Jewess (ibid., p. 266; see CAAG Gr. 404.16-17).
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might support some continuity from late antique Ethiopian Judaism and early Christianity
to the formation of their religious canons.?!! The story of Philip the Evangelist baptising an
official of the Ethiopian queen in the New Testament (Acts 8:26-39; see Snowden Jr., 2001,
p. 264) is described by Eusebius as the “first fruit of Christianity in the world” (Church
History 2.1.13). In Alexandria proper, Origen interprets the marriage between Moses and an
Ethiopian woman as “a foreshadowing of the universal church” (ibid.; see Origen,
Commentarium in Canticum Canticorum 2.362 and 366-7).2*? In short, it is possible that
some Judeo-Christian influences in Isis to Horus and Cleopatra might be connected to
traditions developed south of Egypt, traditions which would maybe have travelled along the
Nile.

It seems quite possible that the one-Church-for-all ideology of early Christianity
would have appealed to an eclectic milieu. Furthermore, the inclusion of Ethiopian territory
in the cultural mixture of Cleopatra is plausible not only from a religious standpoint, but
also from that of trade, as the Aksumite empire provided the Roman empire with goods like
ivory, incense, gold, and rhinoceros horn (Bard & Fattovich, 2001, p. 283) and imported
many products from the Middle and Far East to the harbour of Adulis due to its strategic
location by the Red Sea — and some of these products were bound to be used by alchemists
in their procedures.?® Cleopatra might be commenting on the Ethiopian land as one at the

interface of religion and trade when talking about things that “were engendered in our

21! The obscure beginnings of Judaism in Ethiopia is a contentious topic in and out of scholarship. A detailed
summary of different views about the matter, as well as of the earliest evidence of Jewish elements in Aksumite
culture, is provided by Kaplan (1992, pp. 13-32), according to whom “the first carriers of Judaism reached
Ethiopia between the rise of the Aksumite kingdom at the beginning of the Common Era and conversion to
Christianity of King Ezana in the fourth century. (...)” (ibid., p. 19). This view is followed more recently by
e.g. Goodman (2019, p. 239).

212 st Menas, the Egyptian martyr who lived between the late third and the early fourth centuries and “was a
national saint in Egypt, and pilgrims from Asia and Europe as well as from Africa came to his shrine west of
Alexandria” (Snowden Jr., 2001, p. 264), is sometimes portrayed as black (ibid.). For the images, see Snowden
Jr.’s references and bibliography.

213 Martelli (2013, p. 67 n. 391) mentions the first-century treatise Periplus Maris Erythraei that “mentions,
among other products imported to the harbour of Adylis, the Adkkog xpdpatog, possibly to be identified with
the ingredient Aoy quoted by Ps.-Democritus (PM § I n. 7)”.
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Ethiopian land, from where plants and stones and divine bodies — which God has placed, not
man — have been taken” (v tfj yij Nuédv tovty i Aibromidi, 8 fic Aappdavovton Botévar Kol
AMbBot kol copoto Ogio, Grva £0nkev 0 Beog kol ovk GvOpwmog, 182-4). In the case of
Cleopatra, this bias towards some type of universalism is expressed in the dialogue’s
‘Christianisation’ of pagan Egyptian Cleopatra, who praises the contributions from Ethiopia
to her craft while enlightening (possibly Greek) philosophers and Persian Ostanes — the

figure to be contextualised in the following.

(i) Ostanes
The appearance of Ostanes in Cleopatra is not surprising per se. As mentioned in the
Introduction, he is one of the dramatis personae of the alchemical corpus, and different
sources consider him to be the one who taught the craft of alchemy to Ps.-Democritus. What
Martelli describes as “the progressive transformation of the Persian magus into an Egyptian
scholar” (2013, p. 73) would also fit both his encounter with Cleopatra and the cultural
eclecticism alchemical texts are trying to convey. However, his portrayal as learner rather
than teacher, as well as his presence among the post-pagan ideas expressed in Cleopatra,
are less common phenomena. By contextualising the figure of Ostanes and the changes his
identity underwent, especially in relation to Democritus, the following addresses these
atypical features of Cleopatra.

The claim of a relationship between Ostanes and Greek philosophers is not an
invention of alchemical literature.?!# Pliny states that Ostanes was a Persian magus who
accompanied Xerxes in his invasion of Greece (Osthanes Xerxen regem Persarum bello quod

is Graeciae intulit comitatus, NH 30.2) and who would have caused the Greeks to have a

214 For passages regarding Ostanes in Greek literature, see Bidez & Cumont (1938, vol. 2). Full access to this
work was not possible while this section was written due to the library closures resulting from the COVID-19
pandemic.
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craze for magical knowledge (hic maxime Osthanes ad rabiem, non auiditatem modo,
scientiae eius Graecorum populos egit). Although Pliny’s statement does not specify
philosophers, immediately after this statement he says that Pythagoras, Empedocles,
Democritus and Plato travelled for the purpose of learning about magic, which they then
taught and valued as a secret upon their return (certe Pythagoras, Empedocles, Democritus,
Plato ad hanc discendam nauigauere exiliis uerius quam peregrinationibus susceptis, hanc
reuersi praedicauere, hanc in arcanis habuere). Pliny also mentions a second Ostanes who
would have belonged to Alexander the Great’s entourage and who would have travelled all
around the world (...Alexandri Magni temporibus... secundus Osthanes comitatu eius
exornatus, planeque, quod nemo dubitet, orbem terrarum peragrauit).

Roughly speaking, the Ostanes of alchemical literature seems to lie somewhere in
between Pliny’s two magi. Ostanes is reported to have taught Ps.-Democritus alchemy
(similar to Pliny’s first Ostanes) in Egypt (perhaps similar to Pliny’s second, travelling
Ostanes). The account by Syncellus mentioned in the Introduction provides a particularly

culturally diverse perspective:

Anpodxprrog APompitng euotkog riocoeog fikualey. &v Alydmte ponbeig vo Ootdvov ToD
Mndov ctorévtog v Alyumto mapd TtV Tnvikedta Pociiéwv Tlepodv dpyev t@v év
Aiyomto iepdv &v 1d iepd tiic Mépgeng oOv dALoLg iepedot kol PIAocOQOLS, &v 0iC TV Kol
Maypia 11g ‘EBpaia coen kol [Toppévng, cuvéypaye mepl ypHood kai dpydpov Kol Abov kol
nopevpag AoEdc. (Chron. 297)

Democritus of Abdera, the natural philosopher, was at his prime. Having been initiated in
Egypt by Ostanes, the Mede, who had been sent into Egypt by the Persian kings at that time
in order to be in charge of the rites in Egypt at the Memphis temple together with other

priests and philosophers —among whom was a wise Hebrew woman Maria, and Pammenes.
He wrote about gold, silver, stones and dyes in an ambiguous way.

In the lists of alchemists that feature Cleopatra mentioned earlier, Ostanes appears as an

Egyptian (Ootavng an’ Aiyomtov, see Martelli, 2013, p. 73). Yet the passage above suggests
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that something of Ostanes’ Persian essence must have remained despite the Egyptian
associations getting stronger. Again, the role of Egypt seems first and foremost one of a
“crucial crossroads” (ibid.), the most plausible setting for figures of varied backgrounds to
meet.?15

While the Syncellus passage above does not give much detail about Ps.-Democritus’
initiation, there is evidence that suggests that magic was an important point of connection
between the natural philosopher Democritus and Ostanes. Democritus’ very provenance, the
Thracian region, had a reputation for magic throughout antiquity: Pliny says that he would
have thought Orpheus could have been responsible for bringing the craft of magic from
Thrace, were it not all magical (si non expers... tota Thrace magices fuisset, NH 30.8; see
also Edmonds, 2019, p. 141). The account of Ps.-Democritus finding the books that
belonged to his deceased master (possibly Ostanes) mentioned in the Introduction (PM 3) is
full of extraordinary and more or less ambiguously magical events: Ps.-Democritus conjures
his master from Hades (the practice of necromancy is considered magic by Pliny, who uses
the Odyssey 11 episode as an example; see HN 30.6); this contact is followed by a temple
column mysteriously breaking apart, where the books are hidden;?'® and some claim that
Ps.-Democritus’ master would have died from taking something to separate the soul from
the body (dnAntpio ypnoduevog St drarioyny yoyic €k 1od cdpatog, PM 3.47-48) — the
other two episodes lead one to consider if a potion was involved. The fourth-century
commentator Synesius mentions sentences that would be Ps.-Democritus’ quotations of
Ostanes, and one of them deals “with the dissolution of solid substances useful for making
the dyeing ‘drug’ (pdppokov)” (Martelli, 2013, p. 71) — or dyeing “potion”. In short,

Ostanes’ appearance among philosophers in Cleopatra is certainly related to the accounts

215 See also Quack (2006).
216 This retrieving of books belonging to the dead is reminiscent of Pliny’s account of Democritus finding
books on magic in the tomb of Dardanus the Phoenician (HN 30.9).

136



above, and there is enough reason to believe that an ancient reader of alchemical literature
would have assumed Ps.-Democritus to be among the unnamed philosophers of the dialogue.

If a lot of the alchemical lore talks of Ostanes teaching Democritus, why does the
former and maybe the latter appear in the dialogue learning from Cleopatra? This question
might be better answered by these very connections between Ostanes and Democritus
through magic. In Cleopatra, it is Ostanes who first mentions the “medicine of life” (1o
eapuaxov tig Lmfic, 45), the reanimating capacity of which may evoke the magical sense of
eappoxov. Since this phrase reappears in Cleopatra’s speech as she makes progressive use
of biblical language, one wonders if Ostanes and the philosophers feature as learners in
Cleopatra because they would represent an old, pagan school of practitioners of alchemy to
be evangelised. In fact, Cleopatra mentions the “medicine of life” towards the end of the
dialogue alongside the “voice of resurrection” (1| povn tiig dvactdoems, 129): she softens
the pagan magical connotations of pdpuaxov further (as it had already been slightly softened
by its placement in a common phrase in the bible — see above) by putting it side by side with

the revelatory and Christian miraculous connotations of pwvn.?’

Final remarks
The analysis of Cleopatra above reveals similar elements of cultural mixture identified in
the Letter from Isis to Horus in Chapter I. The Ethiopian element explicitly mentioned in
Cleopatra could indicate that the letter and the dialogue might also connect in terms of an
influence coming from south of Egypt, which in Isis to Horus would manifest in the thematic
links with 1 Enoch. Most tellingly, the place for such cultural mixture and the transformation

of Isis and Cleopatra into prophetic types is Egypt, where subjects and themes from various

217 Many thanks to Prof. Lightfoot for mentioning the revelatory associations of the voice featuring in Zosimus’
Memoir 10 at my Confirmation of Status interview and report. This aspect is discussed in more detail in
Chapter IV.
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backgrounds meet and are accommodated in order to express a common search for further
technical and spiritual knowledge. While the works approached in the previous and current
chapters offer a more imaginative account of these cultural encounters in Egypt, as the next
two chapters move to the first and only historical alchemical author to be addressed in this
thesis, it will become even more evident that these fictionalised accounts are not merely

fantastical creations detached from the cultural landscape of late antique Egypt.
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Chapter Three

Zosimus of Panopolis: On the Letter Omega

3.1) The text
(i) Dating, transmission, overview
Compared to both Isis to Horus and Cleopatra, one is in relatively less tricky waters when
dealing with the dating and the transmission of On the Letter Omega (hereafter Omega). To
start with, the work is neither anonymous nor pseudepigraphic. Omega is known to have
only one main manuscript: namely, the recension from M (= M, following Mertens, 1995,
p. xlix). The range of post-Berthelot & Ruelle (CAAG Gr. 228-234; Tr. 221-227) editions,
translations, and commentaries available is also much wider than is the case with the texts
addressed in the first two chapters. Among the most influential and thorough are the
following: Reitzenstein (1904 pp. 102-106 and p. 267 — partial annotated edition); Scott
(Hermetica 4, posthumous — edition 104-110, commentary 114-136, and additional notes by
Ferguson 484-486); Festugiere (RHT 1:263-273 — translation with footnotes), Jackson (1978
— partial annotated edition and translation with footnotes), and Mertens (1995 — annotated
edition, translation, and commentary).2!8 The text by Mertens (ibid.) is used here as standard.
The dating of Omega can be no more specific than the approximate period in which
its author, Zosimus of Panopolis, may have been active. Berthelot (OA 31, 104; CAAG Intr.
201) claims this would have been in the third century CE, but many follow Riess (RE 1348,
“Alchemie”) in placing Zosimus sometime around the end of the third and the beginning of
the fourth centuries CE (see e.g. RHT 1:239, Reitzenstein, 1904, p. 9 and Jackson, 1978, pp.

4-5). Riess’s main evidence for including the beginning of the fourth century happens to lie

218 For an all-encompassing list including partial editions, translations, and commentaries, see Mertens (ibid.,
pp. 52-53).
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in a passage from Omega (14.133-146): using a rather prophetic mode, Zosimus predicts the
arrival of the “mimic daimon” (&vtipupog dainwv, Omega 14.133), who would claim to be
the son of God (Aéywv £avtov viov Bgod 14.135), but who before then would send off a
precursor from Persia (mpiv §| 6¢& todTo. TOApfjGOU TOV AVTIHHOV... ATOGTEAAEL OOTOD
npodpopov ano tiic [lepoidoc, 14.140-141). The precursor’s name consists of nine letters,
with the diphthong preserved (14.143-144). Riess suggests that the solution for this riddle is
Maoviyaiog, one of the possible spellings for Mani, the founder of Manicheism. Given the
very critical tone of the passage and the avoidance of using Mani’s name explicitly, it seems
possible that Zosimus would have written Omega around the time of Diocletian’s edict
against Manicheism ca. 302 CE. While that remains a possibility (however precarious to
some, e.g. Reitzenstein, ibid. and Grimes, 2015, pp. 190-191), the most prudent and slightly
wider dating is that of Mertens (1995, p. xvi), based on more solid ground: Zosimus’
mention of Julius Africanus (CAAG Gr. 169.7), who would have died after 240 CE (see
Mertens, ibid. n. 25), and Zosimus’ mention of the Serapeum (Omega 8.84), which was
destroyed in 391 CE.

The confirmation that Zosimus was an Egyptian is also in Omega (Jackson, 1978, p.
3), where he says that “the first human is called Thoth among us and Adam among them”
(kakeltar O TpdTOC GVOpwTOGg [0] map™ MUIv Owvd kai map’ ékeivolg Addu, Omega 9.87-
88). Although most of the evidence associates him with Panopolis in Upper Egypt, the titles
of two of his works call him “Theban” (@nBaioc, CAAG Gr. 211.14; 239.2).2%9 A Suda entry
(Suda Z 168 Adler) calls him Alexandrian (Jackson, ibid.). It seems possible that Zosimus
was born in Panopolis and lived in Alexandria at some point (see Fowden, 1993, p. 120 and

Mertens, 2002, pp. 165-166), thus creating the confusion.

219 Jackson (1978, p. 11 n. 7) suggests that the term may be “an equivalent (Lower Egyptian?) for Onpaitng, a
dweller in the Thebais”, a region of which Panopolis was a part. “Photius describes him as 6nfaiog
MavomoAitng (Bibliotheke 170)” (ibid. n. 8).
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Here is an overview of the contents of Omega:

8 1: Zosimus states that the letter omega is different things according to what he calls
“the corporeal language” and the “incorporeal language”. Not knowing what the letter
omega is according to the incorporeal language, Zosimus sticks to the corporeal language,
according to which the letter omega, among other things, encompasses the treatise on the
instruments for making divine water and all the furnaces — mechanical and simple.

§ 2-3: Zosimus addresses Theosebeia and starts criticising those who made fun of
the treatise on the furnaces. He accuses them of trusting their personal daimon far too much
and being tossed about by Fate: these people are not accepted by either God or the
philosophers.

8 4-5: Hermes has also criticised these people for their subjection to Fate, beyond
which Hermes and Zoroaster claim “the race of the philosophers” would be. The
philosophers do not accept the gifts of Fate.

8 6: For this reason, Hesiod would have made Prometheus advise Epimetheus not to
accept Zeus’ (that is, Fate’s) gifts.

8§ 7-9: Zosimus navigates a number of names (e.g. Zoroaster, Hermes, Bitos, Plato),
works, and peoples in order to expose the notion of the “spiritual person”, who focusses on
getting to know themselves and God, and by doing so goes towards the “incorporeal” zone,
towards the light. He is also interpreted as “the first human”, and he is called “Thoth” among
the Egyptians, and “Adam” among the Chaldeans, the Parthians, the Medes, and the
Hebrews. Zosimus goes through the meaning of the letters in Adam’s name.

8 10-11: Adam is the name of the “man of flesh” — the man inside him has two
names: one is ignored by Zosimus (only Nikotheos knows it), and the other is Phos (a pun
on ‘human being’ and ‘light’ in Greek). Zosimus tells a short story of how Phos was tricked

into “dressing Adam up”, i.e. becoming a corporeal being reduced to slavery.
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8 12: According to Hesiod, Prometheus (the “inner man”, the soul) was bound to the
outer man (Epimetheus, the body) by a band tied by Zeus, who then sent Pandora (or Eve
among the Hebrews).

8 13-15: Adam is attached to Jesus Christ, who appears to powerless men advising
them to “kill their own Adam”, i.e. the “man of flesh”. This is what happens until an
imitating demon arrives and claims to be himself the son of God — but before then, this
demon will send a precursor from Persia, the name of whom Zosimus only gives a hint of
(see above). This knowledge is restricted to the Hebrews and the holy books of Hermes.

816 (152-159): The “earthy” Adam is called Epimetheus by the Greeks. His brother
(i.e. Prometheus) advises him not to accept Zeus’ gifts and advises those who have
“intelligent ears”, but those who only have “corporeal ears” are Fate’s property and accept
nothing else.

§ 17-18: Those who make fun of the great book on the furnaces do not take people’s
endeavours to heart. People succeed in a single craft in various ways. One can see people
using different tools and different methods in all crafts. This can be more easily seen in
medicine, and Zosimus provides an example to illustrate that.

8§ 19: Zosimus reverts to the topic of instruments and reminds Theosebeia that she
sent him letters asking him to write a book about them. Zosimus evokes the authority of “the
ancients”, saying that he could not have written better than them. Yet he undertakes to
display what these “ancients” have said for the sake of understanding, and as he announces

this exposition the text ends.

(i1) The treatise form

By and large, On the Letter Omega has been referred to as a ‘treatise’ or a ‘commentary’

among scholars. The three-line long title given to Omega by M” is the following: T00 avtod
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Zooipov mepi opydvev kol kapivov | yviola dmopvipato | tepl Tod ® otorygiov, which
Mertens navigates with caution. She first explains that the words to® avtod before Zmoipov
are connected to their position in M’, as they immediately follow “fol. 186r-188v29 qui,
sous le titre Zooipov nepi dpydvov kai kapivov,?? livraient déja des ceuvres de Zosime”

(Mertens, 1995, p. 51). She then addresses the other two lines of the title:

Faut-il rattacher nepi tod ® otoyegiov a yviola vmopvipata, ou faut-il au contraire séparer
les deux expressions ? Presque tous les éditeurs ont opté pour la premiére solution et
traduisent « Commentaires authentiques sur la lettre oméga ». (...) En revanche, Ruska,
coupe aprés vmopvipata et traduit I’ensemble « Uber Gerate und Ofen, echte
Denkwiirdigkeiten ; Uber den Buchstaben Q» (...). La seconde formule me parait
préférable ; en effet, la plupart des titres des traités de Zosime se présentent sous la forme
« mepi + une expression au génitif », sans que mepi soit précedé de quoi que ce soit (...). En
outre, dans les manucrits BAA’L, qui n’ont pas le morceau Sur la lettre oméga, le titre est
simplement Zwoipov tod IlavomoAitov yvicio Vmopuviuate (...) « De Zosime le
Panopolitain, Mémoires authentiques », ce qui semble indiquer que mepi 100 ©
ototyeiov doit étre envisagé séparément. (Mertens, 1995, pp. 51-52).

This sort of investigation is invaluable for a better understanding of where Omega might
have fitted in the entirety of Zosimus’ works. At the same time, its attempt to find the best
title for Zosimus’ text on the basis of generalisation — by recurring to “la plupart des titres
des traités de Zosime” (see above) — comes with implications for the specificity of Omega
in that it may condition one’s reading of it. This raises a question: would one get to the same
conclusion, i.e. that Omega is a treatise, on the basis of the text itself rather than the titles
provided by the manuscripts?

A good starting point for addressing this question are the very first words of the
second section of Omega, which Mertens (1995, p. 61) considers the real beginning of the
text (the first section would just be an introductory paragraph presenting the letter omega):

Zoowog OsooePeiq (Omega 2.11). This is followed by a disorienting passage in M’

220 This text is edited and translated in Mertens under Memoir 7 (1995, pp. 23-25).
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consisting of “une curieuse série de voyelles, evnjet der” (Mertens, 1995, p. 61). Speculations
on the expression have been on the fence between a possible magical or an epistolary
formula (e.g. Dornseiff, 1925, p. 50 and Hermetica 4:114) until Jackson (1978, p. 18)
suggested the emendation &9 £in det, followed by Mertens. Albeit not found in other epistles
(Mertens, 1995, p. 62), the expression does not seem an impossible opener for a letter,
especially when Zosimus addresses Theosebeia with a vocative immediately afterwards (&
yovai, Omega 2.12). It also comes with the advantage of being much closer to M’ than other
suggested emendations on the epistolary side (e.g. yoiperv CAAG Gr. 228 apparatus; €0
dtyetv RHT 1:264 n. 9).

There is also further indication that Omega could be a letter towards the end of the

text:

EY® O¢ €Ml TO TPOKEIUEVOV EAEVOOAL, G EGTL TEPL OPYAVAOV. AAPDV VAP GOV TOG EMOTOAIG
aig Eypayag, EDPOV GE TAPUKUAODGOY BTG Kol TV TV dpydvmv EkSociv 6ot cuyYpayo.
g0adpaco 8¢ oe dtimep kai T ur) Opeilova cuyypaeelc?? Tuyeiv mop’ Epod. 1 ovK frovsag
0D O1A0G0POV AEYOVTOC OTL TODTO EKAV TOPESIOTNGA d1d TO APHOVMG o Ta &ykeichan kol
&v Taig GAAIG OV YPaQaic; oV O mop Euod Tadto pabelv Povindng. (Omega 19.190-
197)

But I will go over the proposed topic, which is concerning the instruments. For having taken
the letters you wrote, | found you demanding that I also write a work about the instruments
for you. | was amazed that you write that actually unfitting things have befallen you from
me. Or did you not hear the philosopher saying “I have passed over these things in silence
purposely, given that they are bounteously laid out in my other writings as well”? And you
wanted to learn such things from me.

Amid an abundance of second-person pronouns, Zosimus explicitly reacts to a request made
by Theosebeia through letters. The conversational tone is used in a reprimand that

constellates a teacher-and-pupil relationship. Zosimus is reproaching Theosebeia for not

221 An alternative reading to cuyypdepeig, suggested by Prof. Hutchinson, would be ov ypapetg.
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doing her homework (i.e. for ignoring the other writings indicated by “the philosopher’)???
and expecting Zosimus to do it for her. After a display of humility towards his masters, “the
ancients” (GAAQ un olov a&lomiotdtepov EUe TV dpyainv Suyypdyal Yivwoke ®¢ ovK av
duvaiunv, Omega 19.198-199), the benevolent though wronged teacher grudgingly agrees
to expose their teachings (toivuv ta map’ ékeivov ot bobnow, Omega 19.201) for the sake
of understanding (voncmuev, Omega 19.200).

This intimate teacher-pupil relationship in what now looks more like a letter (see
Chapter I) could be better illustrated by means of a quick comparison with Seneca’s didactic
Epistles to Lucilius. There are moments when Seneca wears the tough teacher persona that
Zosimus does at the end of Omega. In Ep. 33, for instance, Seneca reproaches Lucilius for
demanding a “maxim” (sententia) at the end of every letter (a habit Seneca kept for the first
twenty-nine epistles). The reverence Zosimus expresses towards his predecessors is also
present in Seneca, e.g. when he refers to Hesiod as one among maioribus nostris (Ep. 1.5)
before quoting the same author.

Admittedly, what stands between the potentially epistolary formula in the beginning
and the reprimand at the end of Omega (Omega 2.11 and 19.190-197, respectively) does not
contain explicit markers of epistolarity. There, one finds what in a modern academic
environment might be called a ‘literature review’ or even a ‘response paper’. Zosimus
criticises those who made fun of the book On Furnaces and Instruments, implying that their
successes, failures and opinions are always subject to their personal daimons and therefore,
Fate (mavrote T sipapuévn akorovbodvtec, Omega 3.30-31 — incidentally, something that
Seneca would disapprove of just as vehemently). Against these people, Zosimus sets “the
race of philosophers above Fate” (10 @ilocoé@wv yévog dvadtepov Thig eipapuévng, Omega

5.41-42) and how this kind of person has been described among different individuals (e.g.

222 This is how Ps.-Demaocritus is often called among alchemists (see Mertens, 1995, pp. 116-117 n. 115).
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Zoroaster, Hermes, and Plato) and peoples (e.g. the Egyptians, the Hebrews, and the
Greeks), with a strong emphasis on written works (e.g. 6 ‘Epufic év 1® mepi pvoewv, Omega
4.34-35; 6 pévror Epuiig &v 1d mepi Evaviiag, Omega 7.56; tov mivaka ov kol Bitog ypdwyag,
Omega 8.75; see below).??3

While there is no mention of Seneca or any other Stoic thinker (see Introduction; the
‘literature review’ regarding how people overcome Fate has a much more Christian-
Hermetic than Stoic flavour), Zosimus’ exposition is not unlike some of Seneca’s longer,
more technical letters. A couple of good examples are Seneca’s Ep. 58, where the
philosopher expounds to Lucilius on how Plato divides all existing things,??* and Ep. 65,
where Seneca makes a similar ‘literature review’ regarding the “first cause” (prima causa)
that summarises the views of Plato, Aristotle, and the Stoics. The two longest pieces in the
collection, Ep. 94 and 95, explore the differences between “dogmas” (decreta) and
“precepts” (praecepta) in treatise-like length and with an abundance of examples. In other
words, the fact that the treatise format is predominant in Omega would not necessarily make
it less of an epistle, especially if it is a didactic one as Seneca’s are.

This is not to argue that Seneca’s Epistles were a model for Zosimus’ Omega. The
main objective of this comparison is showing that some letters from Seneca’s collection
prove the possibility that a text like Omega may as well have been a didactic letter — a point
that has been overlooked due to the confusing heading presented in M’. However, if
Zosimus was indeed drawing inspiration from Seneca in this case, it would be striking that
the alchemist’s focus was on borrowing some of the Epistles’ stylistic features (such as the

vivid intimacy of the teacher-pupil relationship that constitutes their “dramatized

223 Cf. Dufault (2019), who sees the evidence of the relationship between Zosimus and Theosebeia “from the
perspective of scholarly patronage” (ibid., p. 3).

224 1t is worth noting a similarity between Seneca’s announcement to return to the proposed topic (nunc ad id,
quod tibi promisi, revertor, quomodo quaecumque sunt, in sex modos Plato partiatur, Ep. 58.16) and Zosimus’
(€ym o8¢ émi T0 mpokeipevov Eredoopal, Og Eott mepl opydvov, Omega 190-191).
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education”, Schafer, 2009 & 2011) rather than the philosophical ones. Should such a
connection be confirmed, it would further reinforce a certain degree of ‘literarity’ being in
the fabric of even the most conceptual early alchemical writings.

That said, there is one last aspect of Omega to be considered, one in which the micro-
argument (i.e. how Omega presents itself) and the macro-argument (i.e. how Omega fits into
the big picture of Zosimus’ works) meet. This brings us back to Mertens’ hypothesis (1995,
p. 52) that the On the Letter Omega should be considered a separate work from the Authentic
Memoirs, as it is not attested in the manuscript cluster BAA’L that contains the latter (see

above). She continues:

Je considére donc que les deux premiéres lignes de M’ constituent le titre général de cette
ceuvre de Zosime, tandis que mepi 100 ® otoryeiov représenterait I’intitulé du premier texte
de I’ceuvre en question (...). Par ailleurs, on sait grace au témoignage de la Souda que
Zosime était I’auteur de vingt-huit livres numérotés selon les lettres de I’alphabet (...). Une
hypothése séduisante consiste dés lors a supposer que les Mémoires authentiques sur les
appareils et les fourneaux coincident avec le Livre Oméga, dont le texte Sur la lettre oméga
aurait été ’introduction. (Mertens, 1995, p. 52)

There are two passages in Omega that support Mertens’ theory that it may have been an
introduction. One of them has just been mentioned: the fact that Zosimus says that he is
going to display to Theosebeia what “the ancients” have said regarding instruments (Omega
19.200-201) — even though the furnaces are left unmentioned here, and the exposition itself
seems to be missing. The other one, mentioned briefly in the text’s overview, is in the
introductory section of the text: “And what is called the great and admirable letter omega
encompasses the treatise on the instruments for divine water and all furnaces, mechanical
and simple, and to put it simply, on everything” (10 8¢ Aeyouevov péyo kai OovpooTov ®

oToEloV mEPIEXEL TOV TTEPL OPYAV®V VOATOG Beiov AOYOV Kol KOUIVEOV TAGHY UNYOVIKDY Kol
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amA®dv, Kol anidg mavtov, Omega 1.7-10).

While Mertens uses the Omega statement on the letter omega above as evidence for
the prior existence of Zosimus’ works on the technicalities of furnaces, Mertens laments that
“a I’exception de quelques phrases qui subsistent ¢a et 1, toute cette partie de son ceuvre est
perdue” (1995, p. clxvi). But there is a short, 52-line writing attributed to Zosimus (Memoir
7 in Mertens, 1995) that could have been given a little more credence, and which might

bring the two passages mentioned in the previous paragraph together:

éne1dn £ENG O Adyog MUiv mepl kapiveov kol katafoeiic tpdkettal, ov fovAopat TpoOc 6€
motgicOar { )??° dumecodoav toic SAAmV ypopoic. kai yop mapd Mapiq 1 Thc opopévng
Kapivov keiton Sraypaen, NG 6 PLAOGOPOC 0VK EUVNUOVEVGEY, £l PNy poVOV TpLopdTmv, Kol
TV GAAOV TEpl GV Npéua &V 16 Tepl TocoOTNTOG TVPOG VopviAaTtt Stédafov.

EDpoKa £1G TO iEpOV MEUPLOOC APy oToV KATA HEPOG KEWEVIV TIVO KAUVOV fiv 008E cuvBeivat
gbpov ol ooTaL TV iEp@V. EpP®G0. TOALOL LEV 0DV OPYAVOV KATAGKEVOL YEYPOUUEVAL EIGLY
M Mopiq, 00 poévov HoGTwv Belov, AAAL Kol KNPOoTaKid®V €101 TOALN Kol Kapivov. (Mem.
71-2.12)

As a discussion of instruments and tincture now lies before me, I do not wish to make ( ) to
you, when you have stumbled on the writings of others. For in Maria’s work the description
of the furnace is situated — the one which the Philosopher did not mention, except for the
one of sawdust — and the others which | touched on lightly in my work on the guantity of
fire.

I saw inside the old temple at Memphis a furnace lying in pieces which even the initiates did
not find a way to put together. Farewell. Then, many constructions of instruments have been
written about by Maria, not only for sulphurous waters, but also many types of hot plates
and furnaces.

The title given to this text in M is Zoocipov mepi opydvov koi kouivov, which not only
partially corresponds to the first words of the title given to Omega in M’ (see above and
Mertens, 1995, p. 185), but also seems like a shortened version of the treatise title Zosimus
himself mentions in the introductory section of Omega (tov mepi opydvov Hdatog Oeiov
AOyoV kol Kopiveov mocdv pnyavik@dv kol aridv, Omega 1.8-9). Despite insightfully

observing that the title “tend a confirmer que nous avons toujours bien affaire ici a un

225 prof. Hutchinson suggests that there may be a missing object here, e.g. a verbal noun.
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morceau du livre Lettre oméga de Zosime” (Mertens, ibid.), Mertens is not very optimistic
about the state of Memoir 7: “le morceau se présente comme une suite de trongons tirés de
différents endroits de I’ouvrage que Zosime avait consacré aux appareils et aux fourneaux,
et juxtaposés de manicre artificielle” (ibid.).

However, there is considerable evidence in favour of a continuity between the last
section of Omega and Memoir 7 above. The use of the first-person plural in the first line
(Muiv, Mem. 7 1.1) agrees with Zosimus’ use of vocmpev in the penultimate line of Omega
(19.200); mpoxertan (Mem 7 1.2) echoes 10 mpokeipevov (Omega 19.190); the “philosopher”
is mentioned in both (6 ®1Ad6c0pog, Mem. 7 1.4; tod dhocdpov, Omega 19.195); both texts
intermingle the first person plural just mentioned with the second-person singular (c€, Mém
7 1.2; o, Omega 19.193). Although in Omega Zosimus only mentions that Theosebeia had
requested information on “instruments” (t@v opyvavmv, 19.192), in Memoir 7 (2.10-12) he
implies that “furnaces” are nothing but a category of “instruments”, and they appear again
later (6pyava, Mem. 7 2.13; dpyavov Mem. 7 5.40). Finally, while Mertens does have a point
in claiming that Memoir 7 was altered over time, the text’s ‘bitty’ nature seems to fit
Zosimus’ proposal from Omega 19 to summarise his predecessors’ teachings quite well,
especially when he explicitly mentions Mary (see above and Mem. 7 3.16 and 4.33) and
Agathodaimon (3.16-17). In fact, the fact that the imperative &ppwco (Mem. 7 2.10 above)
looks so out of place — it is normally used for closing epistles (Mertens, 1995, p. 189 n. 10)
— could indicate that Omega and Mem. 7 may once have been written as one continuum that
was split and reshuffled by Byzantine compilers.

What can be gathered from all this? It is extremely risky to present any investigation
about the original disposition of these works as conclusive. Yet it seems at least plausible to
propose that Omega, rather than a self-contained treatise, was a treatise-like epistle from

Zosimus to Theosebeia that presented a short summary on the instruments and furnaces
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(possibly Mem. 7) either as a constituent part of the letter or as an attachment. At the same
time, the possibility of a book should not be discarded altogether (and the Suda entry on
Zosimus would advise us not to discard it); in which case, Zosimus could be following the
tradition of writing an introduction in the form of a letter,2% in the present thesis illustrated

in the case of the Letter from Isis to Horus.

(iii) Close reading

The text starts by listing attributes of the letter omega and introducing a technical work:

10 ® otoryeiov oTpoyybAoV, TO Ouepég, TO avijkov T £pooun Kpovov {ovn katd v
EVoOUOV QpActy, KAt Yap TNV dodpatov dAlo ti oty dveppurvevtov, 6 povog Nikobeog
(0) kekpoupévog 01dev. Katd 82 TV Evompov, T Aeyduevov Qkeovog Oedv, enoi, Tédviov
YéVEDIG Kal oTopd, KabAmep PaGiv ol pLovapyikal TH¢ EVODUOL PPAUCENG. TO 08 AEYOUEVOV
péyo kol B pooTOV M GTOLYEIOV TEPIEYEL TOV TTEPT OPYavaY DOATOG Bgion AOYoV Kol Kouivav
TGV UNYovIK®Y Kol anAdv, kol amidg navimv. (Omega 1.1-10)

The round letter omega, the bipartite one, the one belonging to the seventh zone of Cronos
according to the corporeal language, for according to the incorporeal language it is
something else, indescribable, which only Nikotheos, the hidden one, knows. According to
the corporeal language, the so-called Ocean of gods, he says, is the creation and seed of
everything, according to what the ruling [principles?] of the corporeal language say.?*” And
the great and amazing letter mentioned, omega, encompasses the treatise on instruments for
making divine water and all furnaces, mechanical and simple, and [to put it] simply, on
everything.

While the first two attributes of the letter, otpoyydrov and diuepég, are simply descriptive
of the shape of the letter in its Coptic, “lower case” form (Mertens, 1995, p. 54 n. 1), its

second attribute (“the one belonging to the seventh zone of Cronos”, 10 dvijkov ti] €pdoun

226 See Langslow (2007), who mentions examples by Archimedes, Apollonius of Perge and Hyginus.

227 Mertens (1995, pp. 58-59) points out the difficulty of the passage xofdmep... ppdcemg, with which many
scholars have struggled. Festugiére (RHT 1:264 n. 6) says that he does not understand the passage and skips
its translation. Jackson argues that the entire excerpt from ‘Qkeavdc to ppdoeng is “a citation by Zosimos from
the Nikotheos source, to whom ka@dmep pnoiv is Zosimos’ reference, and that noi is the cited document’s
reference to an interpolated Homer (cf. lliad 14.201, 246, and 302). (...) The description ai povapytkei would
be Nikotheos’ explanation of the function of yéveoig kai omopd, both feminine” (1978, p. 4 n. 6).
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Kpodvov {mvn) rapidly escalates to cosmic proportions. The belief that there was a zone for
each of the seven ‘planets’ known at the time (the sun and the moon included) is attested in
the magical papyrus that keeps appearing in every chapter, i.e. PGM 13.228 While such is
the letter omega according to the “embodied” or “corporeal language” (v &vowpov
epaow), what the letter is according to the “disembodied” or “incorporeal language”
(dodpatov) is subjected to the typical alchemical motif of hidden knowledge: this definition
is known only by “Nikotheos, the hidden one” (6 povog Nikd0eog (0) kekpuppévog oidev),
leaving it unclear why Zosimus mentions it in the first place — this, for now (as well as what
he means by “corporeal/incorporeal language™), also remains mysterious.

Returning to what he does know, i.e. the “corporeal language”, Zosimus mentions
“the Ocean of gods”, “the creation and seed of everything” — the remark seems arbitrary in
the context unless the significance of ‘Qkeavdc is here attached to its first letter, omega (as
argued by Jackson, 1978, p. 41 n. 5) by means of ‘acronymy’, be it magical or not.??° What
follows could indeed corroborate the ocean-omega magical association. The adjectives with
which the letter omega is now described, “great and admirable” (uéya kai Bavpoactov) also
appear in the same order in PGM 13 as it describes a series of anagrams using the seven
vowels related to the seven planets (Mertens, 1995, p. 59 n. 7).%%° The fact that this letter
“encompasses’ (mepiéyet) “the treatise on (...), to put it simply, everything” (ndvtov) could
be wordplay with the attributes of the ocean earlier: it is creation and seed (omopd) of

everything (mévtwv): the envelope of a seed can be called 10 mepiéyov (LSJ). In other words,

228 As Mertens (1995, p. 54 n. 2) indicates: éntalwvog: Kpdvog Zevg Apng “Hitog Appoditn Eppfic Zedjvn
(PGM 13.215-224). An explicit equivalence between the letter omega and the seventh ‘zone’ or ‘sky’ is
attributed to the Gnostic Marcus (Irenaeus Against Heresies 1.14.7, ibid. with further bibliography).

229 “Je crois que la mention de ’Océan ici s’explique surtout pour une raison d” « acronymie », vu que Qieavog
commence par oméga. Ce jeu de lettres fait songer a ce que I’on trouve dans la Kyranis, traité greco-magique
qui énumére, dans 1’ordre alphabétique, un oiseau, un poisson, une plante et une pierre dont les noms
commencent par la méme lettre ; du seul fait de leur « acronymie », ces quatre objets étaient magiquement
associés” (Mertens, 1995, p. 58 n. 5).

230 &1 0n 8¢ tédv 07 Beddv dmooTacag GOV TH SuVEpEL Kol TaC kepoiag TV dvoudtov ‘BooPeadu’ kol tév
AOTEPOV “GENIOV® ENOVM MNOLVM TOVMO OVO VO M MVLOINEN VOINEN ONEN MEA NeD €a @ (Avorypopt(iL)
atilopevov péya kol Bavpoactov); PGM 13.555-561.
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the letter omega is as all-encompassing as a seed or the ocean, and in this case it is the
epigraphical, upper case form of the letter omega (indeed used in Qkeavog) that may be at
play, the round shape of which might represent this idea of all-encirclement.?3!

This is followed by another instance of wordplay, which the present and following
chapters will prove to be a signature trait of Zosimus’ style. The term dmAdc undergoes an
unexpected shift from specifying a category of furnaces (“the simple ones”, ami®dv) to
generalising how the treatise referred to deals with pretty much everything (“simply on
everything”, anldg ndvtwv). Both in this and the omega-ocean instances of wordplay,
Zosimus seems to be playing with the reader’s expectations with regard to his means of
expression: in one instance, different words (omega and ocean) could be referring to the
same thing; in the other instance, the same word is changed to refer to different things
(amh@dv to the furnaces, and anAdg to the treatise’s content). Both instances also play with
focus: the omega- anAdv pair serve a specific and self-contained purpose; the ocean- amAdg
pair has a generalising and all-encompassing one. The effect created is an impression that
Zosimus is constantly moving a magnifying glass closer and further away from his subject-
matter. This, combined with Zosimus’ creating of doubles (specific-general/corporeal-
incorporeal) destabilises the reader: his means of expression is as twofold as the letter omega
itself — quite a literary touch for a treatise. While what is meant by Zosimus’ two kinds of
language remains unclear, it seems pretty established from the start that the potentialities of
language and duplicity are important aspects of this composition.

After what seems to be an opening epistolary formula (see above), Zosimus
addresses Theosebeia for the first time (& ybvou, 2.12) in order to criticise people who have

made fun of the book on the furnaces and instruments (moAloi yap... &yAevacav Koi THVv

231 The Ocean was set around the outermost rim of Achilles’ shield (Iliad 18. 607-608), containing the whole
image. See Jackson, 1978, p. 39. In Zosimus’ Memoir 6, a short passage on “The All” is written inside a
circular diagram.
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nepl Kapivav kol opyavov Biprov, 2.13-15). It is not clear whether this includes the treatise
just mentioned in Omega 1.8-9, but Zosimus’ criticism soon gives the impression that he
took the joke rather personally: when the text form takes the rather personal form of the
epistle (see Chapter I), the subject-matter also gets personal. While he describes these same
people who made fun of this book as deeply embedded in their personal daimon (gouévelov
goynkoteg mopd Tod idiov doupoviov Emtvyydvely TV kapikdv, 2.13-14),2%2 the content
which they reject is described with the language of philosophy (“as if it were not true”, @g
ovk odoav aAndf, 2.15-16; “not one demonstrative argument persuaded [them] that it was
true”, ovdeic AOYog o ToNG AmodeKTIKOG Emelcey OTL aAndeld Eoty, 2.16-17): another pair
appears in opposition. Soon enough Zosimus makes the philosophical hints explicit: “such
people cannot be accepted either by God or among the philosophers” (ol tolodtol ovk
amodektéol ovte mapd Oed, ovte PrAocopolg avlpdmolg, 3.25-26).

Zosimus’ criticisms of the daimon-driven people may actually cast some light on
what he may have meant by “corporeal language”. His main point against trusting daimons
is that this leads to changeability. As pointed out before, these people would not be
persuaded by demonstrative arguments, unless uttered by their personal daimon (&1 ur avtOg
0 1610¢ avtdV daipwmv, 2.17-18), who at this point was replaced by an evil one according to
the times of their Fate (katd toOg ypdvovg Thc ovT®V eipapuévng petafindeic,
TapaAaPovTog antodg Kokomolod 8¢, einev, 2.18-19).2%8 As a result, these people are forever

susceptible to a daimon’s opinion:

TIAWY yop TOV AoTEP®V OYNUOTICOEVTOV KOTA TOLG AETTOVG YPOVOLS KOAGMC Kol TOD
SOUOVIOV COUATIKAC aDTOVG EDEPYETODVTOG, TAALY peToffdrloviol £  £Tépav Opoloyiov
TOV TPOTEPOV  EVOPYDV TPAYHATOV TAVTOV AEANGUEVOL, TAVIOTE Ti] Elpappévn

232 The statement seems quite ironic, unless a ag is added before evuéveiov (suggested by Prof. Hutchinson).
233 The passage from petapindeic up to einev has posed a challenge to scholars in the past, who proposed
various solutions; these are listed by Mertens (1995, pp. 64-65 n. 13), who adopts the reading by Jackson
(1978, p. 19).

153



drorovBodvteg kal €ig TG Agyopévag kal €ig T Evavtia, undev €tepov TV COUOTIKAOV
eavtalouevot. (Omega 3.26-32).

For again, once the stars have been made to assume a position nicely according to the
minutes, and their daimon is doing good services to them corporeally, they again change to
a different premise, having forgotten all the manifest facts from before, following fate at all
times (both towards the things said and the things that oppose them), imagining nothing but
corporeal things.

Zosimus criticises people with very changeable dispositions by attaching them to the
“corporeal” aspect (coUATIK®DG, TOV cOpATIKAOV) when, in the first few lines of the text, the
alchemist talks about the letter omega according to the “corporeal language” with very
changeable prose — it oscillates between specific and general, while changing the use of
certain words and changing the words used to signify the same thing. It seems that the
opening lines of Omega are in themselves an expression of the instability of all things
corporeal, one which can effectively cause the reader to feel suspicious about it.

Some of the language used by Zosimus above (eipappévn, oporoyia) could be
argued to give a Stoic undertone to the passage, but the deeply materialist Stoic view of the
world would be at odds with the essential dichotomy established in the text — and indeed,
Zosimus finds philosophical support elsewhere. He says that Hermes, in his work “On
Natures”, has called these people “without intellect” (tov¢ TotovTOVLG b€ AvOpdTOVS O Eppific
&v 1 mepl pvoemv gkdAel dvoag, Omega 4.34-35), as they speak ill of fate’s corporeal
lessons, and imagine nothing outside fate’s blessings ([tov¢] dvogpnuodvrag avtig Ta
COUOTIKO TOOELTNPLY, Kol TAOV DOUUOVEOV aOTHG €KTOC (UNdEv) dAAo @avtalopévoug,
4.38-40). Mertens (1995, p. 68 n. 23) observes how these ideas indeed resonate with some

passages from CH 4.2 Zosimus then mentions Hermes alongside the Persian magician

234 she mentions that the Hermetic work talks about people with no intellect (tov vobv ) &xoviov dvipdnmv,
CH 4 3.5), devoting themselves to bodily pleasures and yearnings and believing that it is for these things that
man comes to being (taig 6¢ @V copdtov Ndovaic Kol 0pééeot Tpooéyovteg, Kai d10 TadTa TOvV dvOpmmov
yeyovéval miotevovteg, 5.21-23). Mertens (ibid.) also reminds us that, according to Syncellus, Zosimus
mentions a Hermetic book with a similar title (Eppiig év toig guowoig, Sync. Chron. 24) when telling a story
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Zoroaster,?® saying that both affirm that the race of philosophers is above fate (6 ¢ Eppufig
Kol O ZowpodoTtpng 1O GhocdpmV YEvoc AvaTepov THC eipapuévng simov, Omega 5.41-42),
as philosophers prevail over pleasures and do not accept fate’s “fine” gifts (Wéovav yap
KpOToUOL,... UATE TO KaAG ddpa map  avtiig Kotadéyesbot, 5.44-45). The ideals may suit
well a Greek audience, but Zosimus indicates that his sources are vaster than ‘mainstream’
Greek philosophical schools.

These ideas are illustrated in the next section by a sudden shift to mythological

discourse:

ou TodTo kol 6 ‘Holodog tov [pounbéa cicdyet 1@ "Emunbel tapayyéAhovia- tiva oiovton
ol dvBpomol Tacdv peilova gvdarpoviay; yovoika eDHopeov, enoi, UV TAOVT® TOAAY. Kol
enot punte ddpov 6eEacatl mapda Znvog Olvumiov, GAA’ droméunety £omicw, S10G0K®Y TOV
{010V 4d0eApOV d1 PrAocoeiog droméumey T0 T00 A1d¢, To0T  £0TL THG ElHOpUEVNG, ODPO.
(Omega 6)

Because of this Hesiod also brings in Prometheus exhorting Epimetheus: “what benefit do
men think is better than all?””. He [Epimetheus] said: “a nicely shaped woman with a lot of
money”. And he [Prometheus] told him not to accept a gift from Zeus the Olympian, but to
send it back, teaching his own brother through philosophy to send back the gifts from Zeus,
that is, from fate.

The abruptness with which this mythological illustration is introduced and the fact that the
following section goes back to notions attributed to Zoroaster and Hermes could lead to
some doubt regarding the authenticity of this section. But as Mertens (1995, p. 71 n. 31) has
pointed out, the fact that the Prometheus-Epimetheus story does recur in sections 12 and 16
makes it more complicated to exclude it as an interpolation. Furthermore, the passage does

contain some of the language used by Zosimus before, such as d@pa, ¢trocoeia, and

similar to the one from the Letter from Isis to Horus (see Chapter I). One could wonder whether there were
text collections in antiquity to which both CH 4 and Isis to Horus would belong.

235 For passages regarding Zoroaster in Greek literature, see Bidez & Cumont (1938, vol. 2). Full access to this
work was not possible while this section was written due to the library closures resulting from the COVID-19
pandemic.
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elpoppévn, and in fact presents another Stoic trait by associating Zeus with fate (as
Chrysippus did, Cic. N.D. 1.15.40-41.) in a process of “Stoic propaedeutic allegorization”
(Jackson, 1978, p. 43 n. 22) that will be developed further throughout Omega. The passage
is thus more connected to the preceding and following ones than it first appears: the
instinctive suspicion would derive mostly from the fact that recurring to a poetic text (the
excerpt unte ddpov dé&achar mapa Znvog Olvumiov, GAA’ dmoméunely €omicm IS a near
quotation from Hesiod)?3¢ and giving Prometheus and Epimetheus actual voices by using
direct speech adds an unexpected lively and literary flavour to Zosimus’ exposition. The
present and the following chapters will show that these changes of style and register that
frustrate reader expectation are not an uncommon phenomenon in Zosimus’ prose.
Zosimus proceeds to make some distinctions between Zoroaster and Hermes,
whereby Zosimus adds more elements that destabilise the reading experience. Zosimus first
accuses Zoroaster of being boastful of his knowledge and of the magic of the corporeal
language and reports that, according to the magus, all the evils of fate — both particular and
general — can be turned away (Zopodotpng 8¢ émi’ £idnoel 1@V dvod maviov Kol poyei
adY®V TG EVODHOL PPACEMS, PACKEL ATOGTPEPEGOAL TAVTA TG EIHOPUEVIC TO KOKO Kol

peptka kol kaboAikd, 7.54-56). This is then set in contrast with Hermes’ views:

0 pévtol ‘Epuiic év 1@ mepl évaviiog dwafdiiel kol v poyeiav Aéyov Ot o0 Ogl OV
TVELLLOTIKOV BvOpmIoV TOV EMyvovTa £00TOV 0UTE 610 paryeing KatopBobv T1, £av kol KOAOV
vopuilnrtat, unde PralecHon v avaykny, GAL €av dg £xel @HGE®MG Kal KpioemS, mopeveshot
8¢ S10 povov 1od {nTelv £avtdv, 8 koi Oedv EmryvovTa kpatelv Ty dKkatovopacTtov Tpiado
Koi £av elpoppuévny 0 BéAetl motelv 1@ ovtiic InA®d, TodT’ Eotv T® copoatt. (Omega 7.57-

26 o008 "Emipn0edc

€ppacad’ @g ol Egime [IpounBee un mote d@dpov

S¢EacBat map Znvog Olvpmiov, AN’ dmomépmery

£€omicw, un mob T kakov Bvnroiot yévntal. (Hes. Op. 85-88). See Mertens (1995, p. 71 n. 31) and Jackson
(1978, p. 43 n. 22).
237 ¢ni suggested by Prof. Hutchinson.
238 prof. Hutchinson observes that éovtov could be altered to avtov, in which case the spiritual person would
“do the investigating himself”, presuming that one who knows themselves would not need to seek themselves
(see tov Emyvovta EovTov).
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64)

Hermes, however, in his “On the Retreat(ed Life?)”>° insults magic too saying that the
spiritual person, who has learned to know himself, must not succeed in anything through
magic — even if it is regarded as a good thing — nor do violence to necessity, but rather,
leaving it as it is as regards nature and [divine] judgement, to proceed only through looking
for himself, and, having learned to know God, to conquer the nameless triad and let destiny
do whatever it wants with its own clay — that is, the body.

There is a pronounced, somewhat disorienting mixture of elements here. The notion of a
“spiritual person” is found in Gnosticism,?*° and indeed the parallel between getting to know
oneself and getting to know God, here expressed through a linguistic parallel (tov
TVELLOTIKOV AvOpmmoV TOV EmlyvovTo £0vTov... Bedv émyvovra) is in good harmony with
texts labelled as Gnostic and Hermetic alike.?*! Yet the notion of accepting things as they
come according to Nature (oc... voemg) maintains the noticeably Stoic undertone of
Omega, while the mention of god, the triad, and the body as clay may give a slight Christian
inclination to the passage — a potentially odd pairing with the previous use of a pagan myth,
were it not for the fact that sources claim that Prometheus, like the biblical God, makes man
from clay (e.g. Ov. Met. 1.78-88).242

The vagueness of the expression “nameless triad” (dxotovouactov tpioda) seems to

almost deliberately jeopardise any possibility to identify with which tradition(s) Zosimus’

29 ¢vavMiag is an emendation proposed by Keil and followed by Reitzenstein (1904), Jackson (1978), and
Mertens (1995) alike of the term dvaviiog that appears in M’, which Mertens (ibid., p. 73 n. 34) considers
“aberrante”. On the editorial history of this particular word, see Mertens (ibid., pp. 73-74 n. 34), whose French
translation | here adapt into English. Jackson (ibid., p. 25) translates t® mepi évavAiag as “On the Inner Life”.
240 The Valentinian The Tripartite Tractate (NHC 1.5) talks about “three kinds of human beings” (NHC 1.5
118.14-119.27), one of them being “the spiritual kind”: “the spiritual kind is like light from light and like spirit
from spirit” (see Mertens, 1995, p. 75 n. 36). The following will show that light is also an essential attribute
of the spiritual man.

241 Gnosticism scholar Pagels says “Yet to know oneself, at the deepest level, is simultaneously to know God;
this is the secret of gnosis ” (1979, p. xix), and quotes a passage from Monoimus that recommends one to look
for God by taking oneself as the starting point. It is important to stress, however, the problems that result from
using ‘Gnosticism’ as an umbrella term, as it tends to homogenise various ways of thinking (see Grimes, 2018,
p. 181 n. 70 with further bibliography), or even create a false impression that some notions are exclusive to a
certain line of thought. The precept of getting to know oneself, in particular, is far from being exclusive to
Gnosticism, and also occurs in Hermetism, e.g. the Poimandres (CH 1 21) — see below.

242 Man is described as being made of clay in both the Old Testament (Job 10:9 and 33:6, as well as Isaiah
64:8, use mAdg like Zosimus’ passage) and the New Testament (in 2 Corinthians 4:7 men are indirectly
compared to clay vessels, dctpdKiva oievn).
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Hermetic source may be more in tune. The most straightforward approach is clearly to give
the expression a purely Hermetic stance, as did Jackson (1978, p. 44 n. 26), to whom “the
Triad is evidently the Father, who is Mind, his Son the Logos born of Mind (...), and either
10 mav, the material cosmos, or man as possessing mind. Such triadic formulations are
common in the Hermetica”. Yet Mertens (1995, p. 78 n. 36) notes that none of the Hermetic
passages listed by Jackson call these formulations either a triad or describe them as
drxatovopactov.?*® While the very fact that Zosimus talks of a “nameless triad” could allude
to the fact that the triad in question has never been referred to as such in Hermetic sources,
there is not enough hard evidence for Jackson to claim this connection to be evident. Scott
(Hermetica 4:119) asserts that the phrase “can hardly have occurred in a Hermeticum”, and
proposes an orthodox or Gnostic Christian origin (ibid.); Festugiére (RHT 1:266-277 n. 6)
also considers Christian gnosis a possibility, but is more drawn to the Middle Platonic
Chaldean Oracles — the triadic notion of which, quite interestingly, has been claimed to have
Stoic ‘ingredients’ (see Rasimus et al., 2010). Yet Zosimus’ choice to call the triad nameless
makes it “impossible de déterminer avec certitude quelle triade Zosime pouvait avoir en
téte” (Mertens, ibid.). All these possibilities are left open and unconfirmed as “nameless”
and encompassed in one single doctrine attributed to Hermes:?** its enormous capacity to
contain reminds one of the attributes of the letter omega listed in the beginning of Omega.

A certain ambition for totality gets stronger as the text progresses:

kol obTmg, enoi, vofoog Kai moltevoduevoc Bedon Tov Bgod vidV TAvTa YvOUEVOV TV
ociov Yyuy®dv €vekev, tva autnv éKkomdoT €k ToD y®POoV Tig Elpapuévng €ml TOV AGOUATOV.

243 The triadic formulas listed by Jackson are CH 8 2-3 and 5 (the Father, the world, and man), Asclepius 10
(God, the world, and man), and CH 13 18 (where | see no clear establishment of a triad from the way the
passage is written, but where Jackson identifies one of “God, Logos, and the All”, ibid.).

244 Mertens (1995, p. 76 n. 36) makes a brief comparison between this passage and two from the Poimandres:
0 &vvoug dvbpwnog avayvopiodteo savtdév (CH 1 21.10) and 6 vofjcag £avtov €ig antov ywpel (CH 1 21.2).
Of the avtov from the second passage, it is hard to tell from the context whether it refers to “him(self)” (0
voncog gavtdv) or “Him” (God) — an attractive form of ambiguity considering the Zosimean passage to be
discussed.
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Opa. avtov ywvopevov mavta, Oeov, dyyelov, dvBpomov mabntov- mévta yap Suvapevog
mavto 6ca BEAel yivetal. kol TOTPl VITOKOVEL: O10 TAVTOG COUATOG dNKWOV, POTIL®V TOV
£KGoTNG VOV, £l TOV £0S0ipova Y®PovV AvOpUNGEY STOVTEP TV KoL TTPO TOD TO COUATIKOV
vevéoBal, avt@d dxolovBodvta kol V' avTod dpeyduEvoV Kol 6dNyoduevoy €ig EkEIvo TO
o®¢. (Omega 7 64-74)

And having thus thought and behaved, he says, you will behold the son of God becoming
everything for the sake of the pure souls so that he could draw it [the soul] out of the region
of destiny to the incorporeal region. Behold him becoming everything — God, angel,
vulnerable person. For being all-mighty, he becomes all the things that he wants to become.
And he obeys his father: by pervading the whole body, illuminating the mind of each [soul],
he sends it to the happy place where it was even before the corporeal element came into
being, following him, and yearning and being guided by him towards that light.

The above is yet another compound of ideas friendly towards Christian Gnosticism and
Hermetism that is not easily untangled.?* Yet it may bring some level of clarification
regarding the “corporeal” vs. “incorporeal” dichotomy in relation to the letter omega from
the opening lines of the text, one which points to a Christian direction. If the spiritual man
sees the son of God (possibly Jesus Christ) and is guided to the incorporeal realm, where he
once lived “before the corporeal element came into being”, the end is also the beginning:
according to a passage in Revelation 21:6, “I am the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning
and the end” (¢yo 10 Alo. kai 10 "Q, 1 dpym kai To Téhog).2*6 The formula has been believed
to refer to either Christ’s or God’s infinitude; in either case, the expression has an all-
embracing sentiment that is emphasised in Zosimus’ passage above, where forms of mdic
occur no fewer than five times.

For all the Stoic, Hermetic and Christian-gnostic hints dropped so far, it seems that
Zosimus is fairly invested in erasing his footprints. This is even more the case in the

following passage,?*” which is possibly the most convoluted of the whole treatise:

245 The strong eclecticism of Omega is discussed in more detail in 3.2 below.
246 See also Revelation 1:8 and 22:13.
247 This passage has also been edited and translated by Letrouit (1995, pp. 38-39).
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xail BAéyon oV mivaka dv kai Bitog ypawac,?*® kol 6 tpicpeyog IAdtmv kai 6 popiopeyag
‘Epuiic, 611 ®@mv0oc?® Epunvedeton Tf) iepatikii TpdTN PwVii 6 TPdTOC EVOPOTOG, EPUNVEDC
TAVTOV TGV dVIOV Kol OVOLOTOTTOL0G TAVT®V TV SOUATIKGOY. ol & Xaidaiot kol [Tapbot
kol Mfidot xai ‘EBpoiot kakodowv avtov Addu, @ dotv Epunveia i mapbivog koi i
alpat®oNg Kol yij Toppd Kol yi| copkivr. Ttodte 68 &v taic Pipiodnkaic tdv ITtodepaiov
nopnvTar OV dnédevto eic Ekactov iepdv, péhiota Td Topamein, 8te MOPEKAAEGEV
Aocevav Tov apy{epéa) Tepocordpov mépyavto Epuijv 6g fipunvevce micav v Efpaida
‘EAnvioti kai Atyvrtioti. (Omega 8)

And look at the tablet which Bitos has written, and the thrice-great Plato, and the infinitely
great Hermes, that®! Thoth was designated?®? in the first sacerdotal language the first human,
interpreter of all that exists and maker of names of all corporeal things. But the Chaldeans,
the Parthians, the Medes and the Hebrews call him Adam, which means virgin land, blood-
like land, flame-coloured land, and fleshy land. These things have been found in the libraries
of the Ptolemies, which they put into each [of their] temple[s],?® especially the Serapeum,
at the time when [Ptolemy?]?* asked Asenas, the archpriest of Jerusalem, who had sent
Hermes, who translated all the Hebrew into Greek and Egyptian.

The challenging language of the passage (see nn. 248-254) and the great variety of names
and information here “baldly summarised” (Fowden, 1993, p. 151) in eleven lines have been
a source of great struggle for scholars: quite ironically, a passage about language,

interpretation and translation poses a number of linguistic, interpretative, and translation

248 Although one would expect a conjugated verb after the relative pronoun &v (in this case, Zypaye), Mertens
(1995, p. 82 n. 45 with further references and bibliography) points out that the use of participles instead of
conjugated verbs is found in papyri and elsewhere in Zosimus (e.g. Memoir 7 3.21 & 3.24).

249 Mertens (1995, p. 86 n. 49) notes that this spelling of Thoth does not seem to be attested elsewhere; she
supposes that this might be “la forme grecisée de ®@w00” (ibid.). She lists an astounding amount of other
variants of this Egyptian name in Greek (ibid. with further bibliography).

20 Gv looks like a mistakenly attracted relative, which should be aic and be governed by taic Bipiiodnkoic.
21 Jackson (1978, p. 47 n. 38) points out the elliptical quality of this particular passage and understands &t as
“look at the tablet that Bitos wrote, and (what) Plato and Hermes (wrote, and you will find) that etc” (ibid.).
Mertens (1995, pp. 82-83 n. 45) gets to a similar conclusion by more detailed means, proposing that 6t could
depend on BAéyou, “qui régirait alors deux constructions différentes, et si ’on a suppléé (6 Eypayoav) devant 6
tpiopeyac, on peut aussi le rattacher a ce verbe, avec le sens de « a savoir que »”.

252 Mertens (1995, p. 86 n. 50) is suspicious about épunvedeton here, arguing it might be a scribal interference
resulting from the proximity of both ‘Epufic and épunvetg. She reasonably proposes kaieitar as an option, as
it is used twice about Thoth elsewhere in Omega (ibid.). | have chosen to keep épunvedeton in light of this
passage’s connection with an account from Iamblichus (soon to be discussed in more detail in this chapter)
whereby a Bitys translates (and therefore interprets) a Hermetic teaching from hieroglyphs inscribed in an
Egyptian temple (to which Zosimus’ tf] iepatikij mpdtn ewvi] may refer), and have followed Jackson (1978,
p. 27) in translating the verb as “is designated” — a more general option than “is interpreted” or “is translated”
that maintains the ambiguous quality of the passage.

253 Mertens (1995, p. 89 n. 54) suggests this interpretation for the expression &kactov iepdv, literally “each
temple”.

254 The subject of the clause is not made explicit, but has been argued to be Ptolemy I1 due to the mention of
the Ptolemies in the passage and the resemblance between Zosimus’ story and that of the translation of the
Hebrew Bible into Greek according to the Letter of Aristeas (see Jackson, 1978, p. 48 n. 41 and Mertens, 1995,
pp. 88-89 n. 53). This connection will be discussed further in the body of the text.
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problems. The relationship between Bitos, Plato and Hermes is not made clear here, and
Zosimus again seems to play with expectations by giving Plato an epithet that is nearly
identical to Hermes’ (0 tpioueyoag) and creating a new one for Hermes himself (pvpioueyog
— Chapter 1V will demonstrate throughout Memoirs 10-12 that Zosimus has a special taste
for inventive compounds). The jumbling together of a number of different peoples, the
identification of Thoth with Adam, and a chaotic clause about translations involving three
languages, the archpriest of Jerusalem, and Hermes almost seem like a vivid comment on
miscommunication among cultures and something getting lost in translation.

This “rather desperate exhibition of syncretism” (Fowden, 1993, p. 151) on Zosimus’
part is nonetheless less random than it first appears. A great number of scholars (see Mertens,
1995, p. 83 n. 46 with further references and bibliography) has made a convincing link
between Zosimus’ Bitus and the Bitys mentioned by lamblichus (Myst. V111 4.266-6.268):
this Bitys would have been a prophet who learned a doctrine by Hermes about the ascent to
regions that lie beyond fate in inscriptions that he would have found in hieroglyphic
characters in an Egyptian sanctuary and translated for King Ammon. The thematic
similarities with Omega are many and provide an explanation as to why Hermes is at the top
of the hierarchy here implied by Zosimus (Bitoc... 0 tpicueyag [TAdtov... 0 popidueyog
‘Epuiic — the alchemist goes from no epithet to a mostly ambitious one). The link between
the passages also brings some context to the “thrice-great Plato”, albeit not too satisfactorily,
in that “Bitys and Iamblichus provide a vital link between Hermetism and late Platonism”
(Fowden, ibid., p. 153). Plato also mentions through Socrates a story of how the god Theuth
discovered letters and introduced them to King Ammon (Phdr. 274d; see Fowden, ibid., p.
37 n. 115). This story is clearly not the same as lamblichus’ but related in its focus on the
instruction of king Ammon in relation to the written language and to the wisdom of

Hermes/Theuth (see Jackson, 1978, p. 47 n. 38).
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As a matter of fact, a lot remains to be said about the noticeable focus on language
found in Omega 8. There are quite a few instances where Zosimus is playful with language:
Thoth is designated the first human in the first language (tf}... mpdT POV 0 TP®TOC
avOpomog); the common wordplay between ‘Epufic and éppevevg (RHT 1:268 n. 2) might
suggest an etymological connection between the terms (see Hermetica 4:120), especially in
a context that mentions “the first language”; the name-maker of all things corporeal
(6vopatomolog mhvtov Tdv copatik®dy) is attributed names by a vast multitude of corporeal
beings (o1 8¢ XoAdaiot xoi Iépbor kai Miidot kai ‘EBpaiot kahodow avtov Addp —
Egyptians and Greeks are to be included further along in Omega 9 and 16, respectively); the
name-maker (6voporomoldg), alongside the “nameless” (dkatovopactov) triad, shows a
mystifying attentiveness on Zosimus’ part to the elementary act of naming that is the stuff
of language.

This playfulness should not be mistaken for shallowness, for there are other
occasions in Omega 8 where Zosimus’ play with language is pertinent to the very matter at
hand. It does not seem pointless that a passage about different peoples, different languages,
and the acts of naming and interpreting makes such an emphatic and inconsistent use of
gpunvevm and related words (i.e. éppeveng and Epunveia). The term is used both in the sense
of “interpreting” (¢punveia) and of translating (fpunvevoe), and in other instances the sense
is unclear (épunvevetar and €punvevg). Struggles with ambiguity and finding precise
meaning at the core of the acts of interpreting and translating manifest in the very term that
expresses the acts themselves.

The interpretations of Adam’s name (yf] mopOévog kai Y aipatdong kol yi Toppa

kol v capkivn, Omega 8.81-82) suggest similar linguistic artfulness, as Scott argues:

The name Adam is the Hebrew word adam, ‘man’, which is (or sounds as if it were) derived
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from a root meaning ‘red’. Toppd, ‘red’, would suggest aipotddng*® and thence capxivn; and
this explanation of the name is in agreement with the Gnostic doctrine that follows, according
to which Adam stands for the cdpé or odpa. [Professor Margoliouth writes: ‘The interpretation
of Adam as yf| mapBévog is clearly a combination of the derivation from the Hebrew adamah =
vii (Philo ed. Mangey i. 62) and from the Greek adéung = mapbivoc. Hesychius gives addaua-
napBevikn yij. (Hermetica 4:121)

Scott then lists passages from Josephus (Ant. 1. i. 2), Olympiodorus (CAAG Gr. 89) and
Eusebius (Pr. ev. 11.6.10ff) where similar associations between Adam and land are made
(ibid. 121-122), while Mertens (1995, p. 88 n. 52) mentions more parallels with the NHC.
Not only does the passage make a lot more sense in light of wordplay between Hebrew and
Greek words (the starting point of which often seems to be the Hebrew: adam ‘man’ = [0
npdTOG] dvbpwmog; possibly adom ‘red’ = wuppd and dam ‘blood’ = aipordong; adamah
‘land’ = y1), it also causes the text’s means of expression to interact with its subject matter
of Hebrew being translated into Greek (6¢ npunvevoe moav v ‘Efpaida EAinviot,
Omega 8.85-86).2%

The commission of translations from the Hebrew via the archpriest of Jerusalem and
the fact that they can be found in the libraries of the Ptolemies and the Serapeum very clearly
resonate with the anecdote about how the Septuagint would have originated according to the
Letter of Aristeas. Thus the unidentified subject of the phrase has been thought to be Ptolemy
I (see n. 254 above), while other unresolved incongruencies of Omega in relation to this
text have been put under a bad light in an at times unproductive way. Scott (Hermetica
4:121) says that Zosimus’ account is “an inaccurate version of the Jewish legend about the

origin of the Septuagint”; that naming the archpriest of Jerusalem “Asenas” (quite probably

25 «“possibly some may have thought that the name Adam was derived from the Hebrew word dam, ‘blood’”
(ibid. n. 1).

2% Detailed identification of wordplay between Egyptian and Greek and/or Hebrew goes way beyond my
competence and the scope of the present thesis. However, Zosimus’ linguistic awareness and playfulness do
make such an investigation look promising.
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an Egyptian name)?®’ instead of Aristeas’ “Eleasar” was due to a “slip of memory” (ibid.)
on Zosimus’ part; that “the seventy-two translators have been reduced to one” (ibid.), and
that the translation of Hebrew books into Egyptian “is a baseless addition” (ibid.) — all this,
Scott argues, amounts to a “curiously circuitous description of the Book of Genesis” (ibid.)
that proved that “Zosimus had not himself read Genesis, and did not know much about it”
(ibid.; Letrouit, 1995, p. 39 expresses a less harsh judgement).

It seems unfair to reduce these peculiarities in Omega to products of ignorance,
forgetfulness, and inaccuracy in relation to a story which is in itself unreliable. For rather
than exposing who the first human is according to one particular (and by that time, already
canonical) book like Genesis or one particular story like Aristeas, what Zosimus is clearly
invested in is offering a highly eclectic account of the first human that hardly distinguishes
Greek pagan, Hermetic, Egyptian and Christian Gnostic notions and characters — however
clumsy the outcome of such ambitious endeavour may be at times. Edwards (2015, p. 156)
says of Zosimus that “it would be as perverse to doubt as it would be credulous to believe
all his citations”: more constructive than seeing Zosimus’ inconsistencies with external
sources as mere errors or as unattainable niche references is to consider his overwhelmingly
aggregative attitude towards ways of knowing and cultures, and what that can tell us about
Zosimus’ presentation of alchemical knowledge. In this case, it seems meaningful that an
Egyptian would add an apparently Egyptian name (Asenas — see n. 257) and the Egyptian
language to a story that has the Hebrew and Greek cultures at the forefront.28

What follows these very complicated eleven lines may look slightly less daunting to

the reader, but still maintains a strong focus on language accompanied by a resistance to

257 RHT 1:268 n. 6. Acevvél is a priest’s daughter who the Pharaoh gives Joseph to marry (Genesis 41:45) —
see Scott (Hermetica 4:122).

28 |t is also interesting that the name Asenas sounds like a Hellenised version of the name of an Egyptian
character (Acevvéd) who marries a Hebrew one (Joseph): the three cultures involved in Zosimus’s story might
be brought together in one name (and, as the present discussion proposes, names are an important point of
discussion in Omega).
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rigid doctrinal and cultural affiliation. After reinforcing the idea that the same first human
has different names according to different peoples and, as already mentioned, presenting
himself explicitly as an Egyptian (“the first human is called Thoth among us and Adam
among them”, 6 mpdT0o¢ AvOpwmOg [0] map™ MUV OwLd Kai map’ ékeivoig Addp, Omega
9.87-88), Zosimus adds that the first human has also been called by the language of the
angels (tfj tdv dyyélov eovii avtov karécavteg, 9.8-89).2%° Others, however, have spoken
about him “symbolically, through the four elements of the whole sphere, in terms of the
body” (00 unv aAAd Koi cCLUBOAKDE d10 TECOAP®Y GTOLXEI®MVY €K TAOTG THG GPAIPUS ADTOV
eimdvtec?® katd 1o odpa, 9.89-91). The contrast between angels and the body and the fact
that what the first human was called by the angels’ language is not specified evokes the
opposition between incorporeal and corporeal language from the beginning of Omega (see
Mertens, 1995, pp. 90-91 n. 58).

The mention of the four elements (tecodpwv ctoyeiov, Omega 9.90) may set an
expectation that Zosimus is at last turning to more practical discussions about acting upon
matter. Yet he plays with language to talk about language once again by using ctotygiov in

the sense of “letter” — without forgetting its physical meaning of “element” nonetheless:

70 Yap GAQa odTOD GTOLYETOV AVATOATY dnhoi, TOV dépa: TO O SEATO aTOD oTOoLYETOV dVCLY
dnAot, v (ynv, mv) kdte dbcacav dd 0 Papog: (...): To 8¢ u(D) otoryelov peonuppiov
dnAot, 10 HEGOV TOVT®Y TOV COUATOV TETUVTIKOV TOP TO €i¢ TNV Héonv tetdptv {dvny.
(Omega 9.91-96)

For his letter alpha would signify (sun) rising, the air; and his letter delta would signify
setting of the sun, the earth, that sinks down because of its weight; (...) the letter mu would
signify midday, the middle fire of these bodies that is able to soften in the fourth middle
zone.

29 Zosimus again uses a participle instead of a finite verb (see Mertens, 1995, p. 90 n. 58 and n. 248 in the
present thesis). This will happen again two lines down with gindvrec.
%60 See n. 259 above.
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Jackson (1978, p. 48 n. 46) points out that “the acrostic puzzle” whereby the first alpha
corresponds to the first letter of “rising” (&vartoAr]) and “air” (&np), the delta to the first letter
of “setting” (dv¥o1¢) and the mu to the first letter of “midday” (neonuppia) is “possible only
in Greek” (ibid.). Jackson adds that the absence of the second alpha in Zosimus’
equivalencies when it is precisely the second letter from Adam’s name that does not have a
correspondent in Hebrew (Mertens, 1995, p. 91 n. 59) can only be a coincidence, and
Mertens (ibid.) concurs. Yet the strong suggestion of wordplay involving Hebrew and Greek
in Omega 8 is encouraging evidence for one to at least ponder over this coincidence. After
all, skipping the second alpha seems convenient when the letter’s possible associated
element (‘water’, H6wp) does not start with an alpha and thus does not suit Zosimus’
associative mechanism, and the lack of this letter in the Hebrew word for ‘Adam’ makes a
good enough alibi for the fault in the mechanism, with the added bonus of further
acknowledging Zosimus’ debt to notions transmitted in the Hebrew language.?®® In this
sense, it is interesting that the same associations between the letters of Adam’s name and
the cardinal points also appear in the third book of the Sibylline oracles (Sib. 3.24-26; see
Mertens, 1995, p. 91 n. 59), a work deeply rooted in Hellenistic Judaism (see Lightfoot,
2007). This, combined with other elements from the passage that may be traced back to
Aristotle for describing a figure that has just been given an Egyptian and a Hebrew name,
would contribute greatly to the forceful plurality Zosimus has been building in the text.26?
Zosimus goes on to refine his exposition regarding the first human in a way that

preserves the two main features of Omega that have been emerging: exploration of (and

261 Jackson (1978, p. 48 n. 43) says that “in late Jewish circles Hebrew was (...) held to be the language spoken
by the angels”, implying that what Zosimus might mean by 1 t®v dyyélov emvi was Hebrew. However, his
point gets somewhat lost when he uses two Christian sources as evidence (namely 1 Corinthians 13:1 and 2
Corinthians 12:4), neither of which say that Hebrew is the language of the angels (as pointed out by Mertens,
1995, p. 90 n. 58).

22 The supplement yfj can be justified not only because it agrees with the notion of four elements mentioned
by Zosimus (also found in Aristotle), but also because Zosimus’ kdtw dvcacov St 0 Papog resembles what
Aristotle says about earth’s heaviness and tendency to move downwards (Cael. A 269233-35 - 269°36 & A
311°19-20; see Mertens, 1995, p. 92 n. 59).
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sometimes experimentation with) language and overt cultural eclecticism, both of which are
often intertwined. Zosimus’ concise reaffirmation of the different names of the first human
according to the Chaldeans, the Parthians, the Medes, and the Hebrews, on the one hand,
and according to the Egyptians on the other (“in this way, then, the flesh-made Adam
according to his visible surrounding formation is called Thoth”, obtmc 0dv 6 céprivog Addp
Kot TV @awvouévny mepimhoocty Owvd koleitar, Omega 10.97-98) may come with one
such instance: as demonstrated by Mertens (1995, p. 93 n. 60), the term mepiniaoig echoes
not only God moulding Adam (§rloaocev Genesis 2:7), but also Hephaistos’ moulding
Pandora (m\idcoe, Hes. Op. 70 — this will be relevant soon) and Plato’s description of
surrounding a soul with a human form (mepinAacov, Resp. 588d). But the strongest
language-related twist of the passage is when Zosimus reveals that the man inside the flesh-
made Adam, “the spiritual man” (6 8¢ éo® avtod dvOpwmog 6 mvevuatikog, 10.98-99) has
two different names: a noble one, which Zosimus does not know for the time being and only
Nikotheos, the undiscovered one, knows (to p&v obv KHplov dyvodv S1dt 10 Téme: Hovog Yap
Nuwc60eog 6 dvevpetog Tadta oidev, 10.100-101); and a common one, which is “Phos” (10
8¢ mpoonyopkdv avTod dvopo Pog koeitar, 10.101-102)%3 — the obsession with names
known and unknown reappears, as well as that with giving more than one name to the same
subject. Most importantly, a long-acknowledged pun on ‘man’ (¢mg) and ‘light” (p@c)
expressing the duality between “corporeal” and “incorporeal” takes Zosimus’ attentiveness
to language to a new level .25

It becomes more and more difficult to trace Zosimus’ notion of the first human back

to one particular source, sometimes due to his general descriptions, sometimes due to his

263 The rendition of kOpiov and mpoonyopucdv as “noble” and “common” respectively is from Mertens (1995,
pp. 94-95 n. 62), who identifies in the pair of terms yet another opposition between the “incorporeal” and the
“corporeal” languages.

%64 The pun is the reason behind Mertens’ editorial choice of not accenting @ac, besides the fact that in
Zosimus’ time, she points out, it was common to write without accentuation (1995, p. 96 n. 64).
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erratic mention of names. The name Nikotheos points to a lost apocalypse mentioned by
Porphyry — a topic discussed in more detail in the next section; the notion of an inner man
can be found in many a place, including Plato (Resp. 589a), the New Testament (Romans
7:22-23; 2 Corinthians 4:16; Ephesians 3:16), the Hermetic corpus (CH 13 7), and others.?°
The tale from Omega 11 about Phos being in Paradise (qv ®wc év 1@ mapadeicn, 11.104)
and then, being blown through by Fate, being persuaded into clothing himself with “their”
Adam (Stamvedpevog Vo TG ElpopUVEVNG, Emelcay odTOV... vdvcachal TOV mop’ adTdV
Addyp, 11.104-106)%6 and therefore being enslaved (5edovioymymuévov ovtod, 11.108-109)
strongly resonates with Christian Gnostic and Hermetic notions (Secret Book of John; CH 1
15 — see Mertens, 1995, p. 98 n. 72), but this is soon followed by an expansion of the

Prometheus-Epimetheus allegory:

1oV EEm BvOpomov deoudv iney 6 Hoiodog, @ &dnoev 6 Zedg 1ov Mpopun0éa. elta puetd Tov
deopov AoV adtd deouov Emmépmnet v [avoopav fiv ol ‘EPpaior kadodow Edav. 6 yap
[poun0ede kai Emun0edg i vOpomdc £6Tt kotd TOV GAANyoptcdv Adyov, TodT” E6Tt yoym
Kol GO Kol ToTe HEV Youyhic Exet eikdva 6 [TpounBede, mote 6€ voOoc, ToTE 6€ GOPKOG Ol
v mopokony 100 Emueféng fiv maprxovoey tod [poundémg tod idiov (vob). pnoti yap 6
voOG NUAOV: 0 &€ V10 ToD BeoD TAVTA SLVANEVOC Kal TavTa Yvopevog, Ote Bélel, mg OéAeL,
poiveton®’ éxdotm. (Omega 12)

Hesiod called the outer man a bond, with which Zeus has bound Prometheus. Then after the
bond he sends him another bond, Pandora, whom the Hebrews call Eve. For Prometheus and
Epimetheus are one man according to the allegorical discourse, that is soul and body; and at
one time Prometheus has the image of soul, at another time of intellect, and at another time
of flesh because of the disobedience of Epimetheus in which he disobeyed Prometheus, his
own intellect. For our intellect says: the son of God, who is all-mighty and all-becoming,
appears to each person when he wants, in the way he wants.

The intertwining of a pagan and a biblical story by the addition of Eve and the son of God

265 For further references, see Mertens (1995, p. 94 n. 61), who points out all the references made above.

266 The plural subject of &newsav... adtév and the following écovydvio (Omega 11.108) is not mentioned.
Mertens (1995, pp. 97-98 n. 68) follows Reitzenstein (1904, p. 104), who adds ot dpyovzeg in his text. In fact,
the Secret Book of John talks of the creation of Adam being due to Yaldabaoth and his commanders (Secret
Book of John 15.1-1910) — see Mertens (ibid.) with further references and bibliography.

267 | follow Scott here; Mertens has gaivet.
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(6 8¢ viog Tod Beov) is then brought to a climax as Jesus Christ is said to take Adam where
the men called Photes are (Adau mpootiv Incodg Xpiotog (6g) aviveykev dmov Koi T
TpOTEPOV diifyov pdTEG Kahovpevol, 13.121-122). The explicit mention of Jesus Christ has
made some scholars feel suspicious and consider the whole passage as a Christian
interpolation (see Mertens, 1995, p. 101 n. 80). The scepticism is understandable (and it has
been shown before with regard to the Prometheus and Epimetheus story too — see above),
but the action of eliminating names from Omega for the sake of inner cohesion seems
counterproductive: most of the text would be gone.

The mention of Christ is accompanied by a progressively less expository and more
atmospheric tone, until it reaches that of prophecy. An obvious atmosphere of secrecy is
created around Christ’s work: he carried off his own Photes secretly (AdOpg toV¢ idiovg
e®dtag cvAncog, Omega 13.124-125); until now and the end of the world, he will come to
carry off his own secretly and manifestly (£wc dptt kai 10D téAovg 10D kOGO, Encict Mabpa
Kol @avepd cVA®V tovg €avtod, 13.126-127), advising them secretly and through the
intellect (cupPoviedmv avtoig Aabpa Kkai dia Tod voog awtdv, 13.128): they Kill their own
Adam (tov éavtdv Adop amoxteivovor, 13.131-132) — i.e. the flesh-made
Adam/Epimetheus, i.e. the body (see above). This is when the prediction regarding the
“mimic daimon”, mentioned in the previous subsection, comes in: he would come claiming
to be the son of God, but is actually without form both in soul and body (Aéywv £avtov viov
0eod, Guopeoc v Kol Yoyt kai couatt, 14.135-136). Stroumsa (1984, pp. 142-143) and
Mertens (1995, p. 104 n. 89) associate Zosimus’ “mimic daimon” with the “mimic spirit”
(&vtippov mvedpa) found in Gnostic literature (Bohlig, 1968, p. 174). The first two
aforementioned scholars also rightly draw attention to the more specific connection with
Yaldabaoth from the Secret Book of John: similarly to Zosimus’ dvtipipoc daipwv, “the

epithet dpopeoc is applied to Sophia’s offspring, i.e., Yaldabaoth (Secret Book of John 10:1-
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7)” (Stroumsa, ibid., p. 143); Yaldabaoth is also full of jealousy (Secret Book of John 10.19-
13.13 — Zosimus later describes the “mimic daimon” as jealous — see below); and he is also
a liar, claiming to be the only God (Secret Book of John 10.19-13.13).

Yet Zosimus’ prophetic grandeur might still be tarnished by less ennobling pursuits.
In his very fragmentary Final Count,?®® Zosimus criticises certain methods for obtaining
tinctures from what seems to be a rival school in a way that is slightly reminiscent of Omega
and this particular anecdote. He talks about certain “guides” (§popot, Final Count 6.7), and
how their goodwill determined the efficacy of timely tinctures (tovtov (8°) &vekev koi
KOUPIKAG, EMEWN KATO KalpoLS Eviipyouvv Tf) Beknoel tdv dokodvtov (daovov), Final
Count 6.7-9) — something rather similar to Zosimus’ criticism of how those who rely on their
personal daimon are subjected to Fate in Omega (see above) — which indeed fits nicely with
Festugiére’s addition of daipdvav to the text. Very much like Zosimus’ mimic daimon,
“guides” are associated with jealousy (pBovodvteg, Final Count 7.22; see below) and falsity:
“and so they want to do this also to you, woman, by means of their pseudo-prophet” (dote
(tod10) Kai Goi OEhovsty morjoat, ® yoval, Sié Tod yevdompogritov, Final Count 7.36-37),
Zosimus warns Theosebeia. Therefore, Zosimus’ account of the mimic daimon may as well
be an elaborated, inflated instance of the much-attested self-presentation of alchemists as
prophets (see Mertens, 1989a, pp. 260-266 and 2002, p. 169 and Chapter 1) — their rivals
would by extension be false ones.

The prophetic passage is also still woven with the thread of language. Zosimus first
predicts that the daimon’s falsity would backfire as those who have become wiser through
their understanding of the real son of God (oi 8¢ @poviudtepol yevauevolr €k Tig
KOToAyemg Tod Gvtmg viod tod Oeod, 14.136-137) would give the daimon their Adam to

be killed while taking their own luminous spirits safely into their own place, where they

268 The Greek edition of the Final Count used here is Festugiére (RHT 1:363-368).
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were before the world came into being (8166actv adtd ToV id1ov Adap gig poVoV, T0 EQVTOV
PoTEWVH TVELpOTA 6MLoVTEC (€lc TOV) 1810V YBpoV, dovmep Kol Tpd KOGHov foav, 14.137-

139). The alchemist then combines language and secrecy again saying that:

mplv 1| 8¢ todta ToApfjcol TOV avtipyov, tov {NAmTAV, TPOTOV GITOCTEAAEL OVTOD
podpopov and tiic Iepoidoc pvbomidvoug Adyovg Aaiodvia Koi Tepl TV Eipopuévy
Gyovta to0¢g GvBpadmovg. eici 8¢ T oToyEla Tod OvouaTog avtod €vvéd, Thg 01pOoYYyoL
oolouévng, katd tov tiig slpappévng dpov. (Omega 14.140-145)

But before the mimic, the jealous one, ventures on these things, he first sends off before him
a precursor of himself from Persia who tells fictitious tales and tells people about Fate. His
name has nine letters, preserving the diphthong, according to the pattern of Fate.

Language and subject matter are again intertwined here: the unnamed precursor will tell
people about Fate (trv sipapuévnv) through the things he says (Aadotvza), and the number
of letters in his name coincides with the word that denotes where he will lead people (v
elpapuévny). The supposition that the solution to the riddle is the Persian Mani (Maviyoioc)
is not the only possible one. Grimes points out (2015, p. 190) that, in the Syriac corpus,
Zosimus “claims that wise Solomon knows of a nine-lettered name that gives him power
over the daimons” (see CMA 2:12.5) and alludes to “a mystery of the nine letters” that “is
the common key of visible things, as it says in the Book of Names and in the Book of
Amulets” (CMA 2:9.1; Grimes, 2015, p. 190). A nine-lettered riddle also occurs in the
Sibylline Oracles (1.175; Grimes, 2015, p. 190) — this is the second parallel between them
and Omega (see above), the solution of which, like Zosimus’, remains mysterious.
Zosimus indeed moves away from Persia when regrouping the sources of his
teachings (Mertens, 1995, p. 111 n. 96) while paradoxically keeping them dispersed. He
says that these things about the luminous human and his guide — the Son of God — and about
the earthly Adam and his guide — the mimic — are said only by the Hebrews and the sacred

books of Hermes (kai tadta povor (oi) ‘EBpaiot kai ai iepai Eppod Bifrot mepi 1od pwtevod
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avBpdmov Kol Tod 0dnyod avtod viod Beod kol Tod ynivov Addu kol Tod 0dNyoD AHTOD
avtiuipov, Omega 15.147-150). The use of “only” (udvot) in the sentence clearly separates
Zosimus’ Hebrew/Hebraic and Hermetic learning from what he would have learned from
the Greeks: they “call the earthly Adam Epimetheus, who is advised by his own intellect,
that is, his brother, not to take the gifts from Zeus” (o1 6& "EAANveg kadoDov yRivov Adau
‘Enyun6éa soppovievopevoy Vo tod idiov vod, todt £ott ToD AdEAPOD avTod, un AaPelv
100 ddpo. Tod Atdg, Omega 16.152-154). While Prometheus’ action echoes Jesus Christ’s
action towards the people he will counsel (coppovied@v avtoic AGOpa kai d1d T0D voog
avtdv, 13.128; see above) and point to a Gnostic/Hermetic influence, Prometheus’
following action of interpreting everything and advising those who have “intelligent ears”
(in contrast to those who only have “corporeal ears”, who belong to Fate — ndvta épunvevet
Kol TavTo GVUPOVAEDEL TOIG EXOVGIV AKOAG VOEPAG: Ol € TAG COUATIKOS EYOVTIES LOVOV
axoag the elpappévng eiot, 16.156-157) is strongly reminiscent of both Gnostic passages
and what Prometheus says in Aeschylus. In Aeschylus, it was Prometheus who put intellect
and mind in mortals — before then, they would hear but not listen (£évvoug €0nka kot ppeviv
EmnPOAOVG... | ol pdta... | KAOovteg 0Ok fikovov, Prom. 444-8, see Mertens, 1995, p. 112
n. 97). Here Aeschylus joins Hesiod and Homer among authorities alluded to by Zosimus
who could have strong associations with ‘Greekness’.26°

Zosimus then returns to a topic possibly long-forgotten by the reader — those who
made fun of the great book On Furnaces (6cot... yAevalovteg [1j] Tv peydiny mepi Kapivov
Biprov, 17.160-162) — and makes it slightly difficult to piece it together with the long-
winded lecture developed up to this point. He says that these people understand nothing that

“the poet” says: “but in no way do the gods give [everything?] to humans at once... and so

269 |n spite of Hesiod’s reference to his father moving from Cyme into Greece (Op. 635-640). More speculative
but potentially pertinent is that, in a treatise where Zosimus argues against views associated with the Persian
Zoroaster (and possibly speaks about the Persian Mani with contempt), he precisely alludes to the Greek
tragedian who fought against the Persians.
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on” (00O TOV oMV Katavoodot Aéyovta: AL’ o¥mwg Gua Beol ddcav avOpmdTOIot Kol TdL

é&fic, 17.161-163) — the quotation from Homer?" is followed by the following statement:

Kol 00dEV EvBupodvtal ovte PAETOVOL TOG TAOV AvOpOT®V drorywydg 0Tt Kol €ig piov téyvny
GvOpwmol S10pOPG LTLYOTDGL KOl SaPOpmG TV piav Téxvny épyalovrat... (Omega 17.164-
166)

... and they do not even ponder on or see people’s pursuits: people succeed in different ways
in regard to one craft and work at one craft in different ways...

The quotation from Homer, together with this statement, seems to be implying that no person
can “have it all”, i.e. either that no one can succeed in every single aspect of the alchemical
art, or that people do not have to succeed in the very same way, and therefore there are many
different ways to approach a craft that is nonetheless one (v piav téxvnv). To an extent,
this idea seems to align with Zosimus’ all-encompassing exposition about the first human
so far: different peoples and cultures may have given the first human different names and
discussed the first human’s nature in different ways, but they all discuss the first human
nonetheless, as well as humankind’s goal to overcome the changeability of Fate and go back
to where they once belonged.

Zosimus then illustrates his point by making a comparison between his téyvn and
another one, that of medicine, and abruptly turns his attention to the reader while
maintaining some familiarity in making writings his focus. Zosimus acknowledges the
digressive nature of the comparison (¢ym 6¢ éni 10 mpokeipevov Eledoopat, 19.190) and,
getting back to the subject of instruments, reprimands the addressee for her request to learn

about such things (see subsection above) by quoting “the Philosopher”: “I have passed over

270 Seott (Hermetica 4:133) and Mertens (1995, p. 114 n. 99) refer to Odyssey 8.167-168, but it might be a
quotation from II. 4.320: GAA’ 00 g dpa wavta Beol ddcav avBpdmototy, in which case the ndvta would be
omitted (this is in fact suggested by Scott).
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these things in silence purposely, given that they are bounteously laid out in my other
writings as well” (tadta eékav TapecidnNoa d1d 0 APOOVOSG avTa £ykeiohot Kol v Taig
dAloig pov ypagaic, 19.195-197). The quotation seems meaningful in a text where so many
things are left nameless and/or unexplained, and where written references are mentioned
with such subtlety and yet with such frequency. Indeed, there seems to be more about books
in relation to withheld knowledge and Omega than meets the eye, and this is what the next

section investigates.

3.2) The context
(1) Hidden books, secret teachings: evidence in Greek and Syriac
When it comes to the overarching theme of secrecy in alchemy and other non-normative
crafts such as magic and astrology, the lines between fact and fiction are overwhelmingly
blurred. On the one hand, there is more than enough evidence about such practices being
prohibited and harshly punished to justify a genuine need to keep knowledge secret and
books hidden. On the other hand, these works can embellish the otherwise perfectly
plausible practices of secrecy, oaths, and of hiding written records to such an extent that one
starts to become suspicious of them having any factual grounds. The following tries to
navigate these tricky waters not with the intent of telling fact from fiction, but of providing
context to some of Zosimus’ ways in Omega, in particular with regard to the aura of secrecy
he builds around Nikotheos.

Zosimus’ constant withholding of information and terminology in Omega should not
be completely dissociated from the fact that Zosimus’ interests and those of his opponents
were under a great shadow of censorship around the alchemist’s time. Zosimus’ derogatory

comments about magical practices are very much aligned with policy that was in place

174



throughout the Roman empire in the late third and early fourth centuries CE, and even
before: the interpretation of the Lex Cornelia put forward by the legal expert Julius Paulus,
according to whom no one was allowed to have books on magic in their households — if
found, they could be burned — and mere knowledge of magic was not allowed (libros
magicae artis apud se neminem habere licet: et penes quoscumque reperti sint, bonis
ademptis, ambustis his publice.... non tantum huius artis professio, sed etiam scientia
prohibita est, Pauli Sententiae 5.23.18), became authoritative in 327-328 CE (Edmonds,
2019, p. 387). As mentioned by many (see above), if Zosimus’ ominous comment about the
precursor from Persia really is about Mani, his choice of tone and of not saying his name
may be a silent acknowledgment of Diocletian’s edict for the persecution of Manicheans. At
the same time, Zosimus’ own Christian-Gnostic inclinations were not, and indeed would
never come to be, the norm. Furthermore, as previously discussed in the present thesis,
although Zosimus sets his own practices apart from magical ones, his attack on magicians
in Omega and much other evidence suggests that adepts of activities that can be denominated
‘magical’ were also engaged in activities that may be considered ‘alchemical’, and that a
strong distinction between both practices in antiquity is often inappropriate: in short,
Zosimus could not rest assured that his own approach to alchemy would not be read as a
form of ‘magic’ by others (see 1.2 in Chapter I). In short, from whatever angle one looks,
Zosimus’ discussions in Omega were subject to highly threatening scrutiny.

Ifthe circulation of alchemical writings was a risky enterprise around Zosimus’ time,
it is not surprising for tension among practitioners to arise with regards to how it should be
transmitted. Zosimus raises the issue of written versus oral transmission in a text that

survives only in Syriac:
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Le livre se compose de vingt-quatre sections ; chacune de celles-ci a son nom propre, ou
lettre, ou traité. Elles sont expliquées par la voix des prétres. (...) On trouve dans ce livre les
arts exposés dans des milliers de paroles. (...)

« Je sais que cela ne t’échappe pas, a toi (femme) ; tu le sais, car tu es de ceux qui voudraient
cacher I’art, si on ne I’avait pas écrit. C’est pourquoi vous avez formé une assemblée et établi
des serments vis-a-vis les uns des autres. Mais toi (femme), tu as mis tes disciples a part de
la multitude, tu les a réunis en petits groupes, et tu les a instruits ouvertement. Cependant tu
dis que ce livre ne peut €tre acquis qu’en secret. Si les mystéres sont nécessaires, a plus forte
raison faut-il que chacun posséde un livre de chimie (koumi), qui ne soit pas tenu caché.
Sache donc, 6 femme ! que d’aprés le Philosophe les auteurs des commentaires ont parlé
seulement de I’argent teint en or ; mais le livre de chimie qu’ils ont caché annongait que le
plomb, I’¢étain, le fer et I’argent seraient teints en or, et chacun de ces métaux pour lui-méme
(...)». (CMA 2:238-239)

The book-hiding motif appears here in a very practical context in which these books would
contain quite mundane information about dyeing techniques.?’* A new aspect also appears:
a secret gathering during which, after the taking of an oath, disciples would learn from
Theosebeia (quite similar to Amnael and Isis in Isis to Horus — see Chapter I). She would
be hiding the books in order to maintain the mysteries, a principle with which Zosimus
seems to disagree.

Elsewhere, however, Zosimus talks of even more serious measures regarding the

preservation of such mysteries:

olUtmg moiet dypic av M aibdAn un avaméumntot Kai (...) €xe 10 HuoTNPLoV AUETAdOTOV, O
0VOEIC TAV TPOPNTAV ETOMUNGCE HVGTOYOYT|GOL TG AOY®, AAAL LOVOV TOIG VEDUAGTY OOTMV
EUVOTAYDYOVV. TODTO YAP TO KEPGAMIOV €kdAecay €v Talg Ao&aig ypaaic ABov tov 0¥
AMBov, 1oV dyvootov Koi 7dotl yvootdv, TOV GTinov Kol ToADTIHov, Tov addpntov Kol
Oeodmpnrov- (Mem. 13 1.10-18)

Proceed like this until the sublimated vapor is no longer sent up and [you will] have the
mystery that cannot be imparted, which no one among the prophets dared to speak of to their
initiates with words, but they only indicated through their nods. For in their ambiguous
writings they called this crucial product the stone and not a stone, the unknown and known
to all, the dishonourable and the highly honourable, the one not given and given by god.

271 Although the statement that the books are “explained by the voice of priests” may sound distant from the
world of technical pursuits, it is known that many technical activities were among the responsibilities of the
Egyptian priesthood; see Martelli (2013, pp. 63-69) and Grimes (2018, esp. pp. 69-76).
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Whether the writings from these mpo@fiton are the same as the ones from the priests that
Zosimus mentions in the Syriac passage, one cannot know. At the same time, there is a
similarity between the two passages in the sense that both comment on a tension between
two means of communication: in the Syriac passage, between written and oral instruction;
in the Greek passage, between verbal and gestural expression. Furthermore, the very idea of
gestural expression implies that these mpoefjtor would be transmitting alchemical
knowledge in person, just like Theosebeia.

The use of initiation-related vocabulary (pvotaymyijooat and épvctaydyovv) seems
to suggest that such encounters would have taken place in temples, and this is supported by

yet another passage in Zosimus briefly discussed before (see 3.1 above):

‘Edpaka €ig 10 iepov MEupidog apyoiov kot HEPOC KEWEVNV TVO KAULVOV v 000E
ouvOeivol €0pov oi pootat v iepdv. "Eppwco. TToAkai pév odv dpydvev KoTackevad
yeypoppévar giciv tf] Mapig, od poévov vddtmv Bgiov, GAAL Kol KNpOoTaKid®V €101 TOAAL
kad kopivay. Ta ody tod Ogiov dpyova mpd Tévimv dvaykaiov Ekdodvar, pdicto &nedn kol
avT®V PO TAVTOV Ypeia. (Mem. 7 2.8-14)

I saw inside the old temple at Memphis a furnace lying in pieces which even the initiates did
not find a way to put together. Farewell. Then, many constructions of instruments have been
written about by Maria, not only for sulphurous waters, but also many types of hot plates

and furnaces. Therefore, it is necessary to expound the instruments of sulphur before
anything else, especially since these are a necessity before anything else.

Here are the pooton that would have learned techniques from mpogfitot such as those in the
previous passage; the presence of a furnace at the very temple reinforces the idea that the
instruction/initiation would take place there. However, it seems like the initiates were not
fully instructed and hence unable to repair the piece of equipment. Zosimus implies that
such information could be found in the writings of Mary, which proves the need to expound

(éxdodvaun) the knowledge she has transmitted in the written word.
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This passage, confronted with the previous ones, seems to suggest that alchemical
knowledge at the time of Zosimus would at times only be imparted via face-to-face
interaction (such are the cases of Theosebeia’s gatherings and the gesturing of the
npoentot), but at others only via writing.?”? These two mediums, in any case, would be

mediated by the figures of the priests (see n. 271 above):

Beaucoup d’autres veulent donner leur nom aux recettes ; personne ne les en empéche. Mais
ils sont blamés par les prétres, par ceux qui possedent les livres. Les prétres en font lire une
copie dans les sanctuaires des temples. Tout le monde sait que ces livres sont d’Hermes et
d’autres auteurs égyptiens. (CMA 2:226)

If these accounts are true, this would be a rather sophisticated system to protect alchemical
knowledge. With certain pieces of information being imparted only in written records and
others only orally (or even silently) in secret encounters, if an intruder managed to access
either a book or a meeting, at least part of the alchemical knowledge would be kept safe.
The use of ambiguous language, referred to by Zosimus in Memoir 13, could be yet another
impediment for the understanding of alchemical procedures on the part of the unwanted
uninitiated.

Yet, it would be just as naive to see all instances of the secrecy theme in ancient
alchemy simply as an ordinary fact of life turned into legend. The Introduction discusses the
fantastical story in Ps.-Democritus where books left by a master (who is said to have been
involved with practices that could easily be seen as magical) are found inside a temple
column that mysteriously breaks, giving the alchemical formula “Nature conquers nature” a
mysteriously reverential status. Chapter | shows a Hermetic-like dramatisation of

transmission of alchemical knowledge that includes angelic apparitions and oaths of secrecy

212 For early alchemy’s focus on written tradition, see Martelli (2011) and n. 19 in the Introduction.
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between angel and goddess that forcefully portrays alchemy as a sacred craft (iepa t€yvn).
Zosimus could have left the spiritual insights that only Nikotheos knows completely
unmentioned in Omega, but the partial disclosure seems like a good opportunity to make the
reader curious about more exclusive sources of knowledge.

A broader contextualisation of secret knowledge must include Hermetism (see
Chapter I). While the two Hermetic book titles mentioned by Zosimus in the text have not
yet been found or identified (see n. 234 above), the previous section has mentioned some
parallels between Zosimus’ notions in Omega and other known Hermetic writings, including
Poimandres (= CH 1) — a text mentioned by Zosimus himself in his Final Account (RHT
1:308; see n. 337 below) that is also relevant to Zosimus’ Memoirs 10-12 discussed in the
next chapter. In particular, Zosimus’ mention of the “sacred books of Hermes” (ai igpai
‘Eppod Bifrot, Omega 15.147-148) reminds one of a Hermetic work already discussed in
Chapter I, namely the Kore Kosmou (= CH 23). There, Isis tells her son Horus how Hermes,
who got to know everything, wrote the things he apprehended, and, having written them,
hid them (6 mavto yvoug Epufic... kai yap a évonoev €xapade xai yapa&og Expuye, CH 23

5.16-19). Isis later goes back to the dramatic scene where Hermes separates from his books:

GAA 0V KaOfKoV ATEAR THY dmayyediav, ® Tékvov, TaDTNV e KaTaAgiyal, ineiv 8 8o ToC
Biprovg kotatiOépevoc ésimey ‘Eppiic. éEgine yap obtmg: “® ispai BiProt, Tdv dpdapTov ol
teTevyaTé LoD XEPDOV, ¢ T® ApOupciog puprako ypioag ETKPUTA, ACATEIC TOVTOC AIDVOS
Kol deBaptot dtapeivate ypodvove, ABsdPNTOL Kol AVEDPETOL YIYVOUEVOL TOVTL TQ TA YTIG
TaTNG mopodedely péARovTL media, Expic 0O YEpmvV ovpavOc GLGTAMOTO VUGV G
TEKVOONTAL, 0C WYUYOG O ONUIOVPYOC TPOSNYOPELGE”. Tocabta eindv Tag BiPAovg Kol Toig
gowtod katevéapevog Epyorg idiang tepeviCeton (ovarc. (CH 23 8)

But it was not befitting, child, for me to leave this narrative unfinished, but rather to say
everything Hermes spoke when putting down the books. For he spoke in this way: “sacred
books, those that have encountered my incorruptible hands, the ones which I hold having
anointed them with the potion of incorruptibility, remain undecaying and incorruptible
through the period of all eternity, being unseen and undiscovered to all destined to travel in
the plains of this earth until the old heaven begets structures worthy of you, those who the
demiurge has called ‘souls’.” Having said these things about the books and having made a
prayer to his works, he receives a sanctuary in his own zones.
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Hermes’ iepai BifAot are not the only parallel between Omega and the Koré Kosmou. Not
only is one of Nikotheos’ epithets, dvevperog (Omega 10.101), the exact same word Hermes
uses when addressing his books (see dvevpetotr above), Nikotheos’ other epithet,
kekpoupévog (Omega 1.4) is also parallel to how Isis describes Hermes hiding his writings
(see &xpoye, CH 23 5.18-19).272

If the attributes given to Nikotheos in Omega are ascribed to Hermes’ writings in the
Koré Kosmou, one wonders if Zosimus’ epithets may refer metonymically to Nikotheos’
writings rather than the man himself. At the same time, the way in which Hermes “receives
a sanctuary in his own zones” (idioig tepeviletar Lovoug, CH 23 8.21) is slightly reminiscent
of how the spiritual man, whose noble name only Nikotheos knows (Omega 10.100-101),
departs from the corporeal region and goes to the benevolent region where he once belonged.
There are thus two possible interpretations of Nikotheos’ epithets: one is that they refer to
an allegedly hidden written work attributed to Nikotheos; another is that they refer to
Nikotheos as one of the Photes, one of the spiritual people who kill their own Adam (tov
govtdv Adau amokteivovot, 13.131-132) to live in the place where they once belonged.
Despite the similar themes with Omega, however, the Kore Kosmou cannot be used to
confirm that the best interpretation is the former rather than the latter — the possibilities are

to be further explored in the evidence in Coptic.

273 That Ps.-Democritus’ master would only reveal the books to his son after his first age (&l v mpodTnV
vmepPpi Mkiav, PM 3, 50-51) also finds similarities with the story told in the Koré Kosmou. Tat was at the
same time Hermes’ son and heir of his father’s lessons (0 Tdzt, v10g 6poD Kol TAPUANTTOP TOV padNUATOV
toutev, CH 23 5.22-23), but Hermes would not deliver his doctrine in full because of his son’s young age
(Epufic... dmeloyeito... dc 00O Td moudi mopLdwkey dhoteli] Bewpiav 610 10 &1t Thg MAkiog veosdég, CH
23 7.2-4). At the same time, just as in the Natural and Secret Questions the knowledge transmitted in the
master’s books are later revealed to a larger circle that includes Ps.-Democritus and other disciples, in the Kore
Kosmou Hermes asks his books to remain undiscovered until beings worth of them come about — the ones the
demiurge addressed as “souls” (see CH 23 8.16-19 above), not to mention again those who will discover
Hermes’ hidden writings (ovtot & kpumtd, enoiv Epudic, tdv dudv émyvdcoviar ypaupdtmy mévta, CH 23
66.11-12). Hence, both texts bring the idea of a temporary hiding of books which would first be revealed to
family and then to a wider, albeit restricted, audience.
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(if) Hidden books, secret teachings: evidence in Coptic

Others have stepped outside Greek evidence for an answer. Yet a Greek passage is a
convenient starting point: Jackson (1978, p. 40 n. 4; 1990, pp. 250-251), Mertens (1995, pp.
55-57 n. 4; 2002, p. 173) and many others remind us of Porphyry talking about many
different Christians — some sectarians — “who brought forth revelations of Zoroaster,
Zostrianus, Nikotheos, Allogenes, Messos and other such figures” (yeyovacw... t@®v

XpoTiavdy molol pév koi @AAot, oipetucoi 8f...274

AMOKOAVYELS TE TPOPEPOVTEG
Zwpodaotpov kol Zwotplovod kol NikoBéov kol AAloyevodc kol Méocov kai dAA®V
toovtwv, Life of Plotinus 16.12-18). Of these five revelations, two are widely believed to
have emerged in the famous collection of Coptic papyri found in a sealed jar in the Egyptian
city of Nag Hammadi in 1945, namely Zostrianus (NHC 8.1) and Allogenes (NHC 11.3) —
Allogenes also mentions Messos a number of times. The collection also includes three
Hermetic texts (NHC 6.6-8) and three copies of the Secret Book of John (NHC 2.1, 3.1, and
4.1), which not only mentions a Book of Zoroaster that might have been the one referred to
by Porphyry, but also has multiple thematic similarities with Omega, some of which are
mentioned in the close reading above and discussed below.

Before investigating the textual evidence per se, the circumstances of the discovery
of the Nag Hammadi scriptures, and what has been made of them, deserve special attention
in a section dedicated to the motif of hiding books and knowledge. Pagels (in Meyer, 2007)

reports how James M. Robinson pieced together a remarkable story of how the scriptures

were found:

214 On scholarly discussions about whether aipetucoi refers to Christians or pagans, see Jackson (1990, pp.
254-255).
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Robinson conducted interviews with people from the towns and villages in the Nag
Hammadi area, in particular Muhammad Ali of the al-Samman clan, a resident of al-Qasr,
and from the interviews he pieced together a fascinating account of how the Nag Hammadi
codices were uncovered. (...) As Robinson has reconstructed the story, the discovery of the
Nag Hammadi library took place in about December of 1945, when several Egyptian
fellahin, including Muhammad Ali, his brothers Khalifah Ali and Abu al-Magd, and others,
were riding their camels to the Jabal al-Tarif in order to gather sabakh, a natural fertilizer
that typically accumulates around there. (...) As they were digging, they unexpectedly came
upon a large storage jar buried by the boulder, with a bowl sealed on the mouth of the jar as
alid. (...) In his account of what transpired, Muhammad Ali has suggested to Robinson that
he paused before removing the lid or breaking open the jar, out of fear that the jar might
contain a jinni, or spirit, that could cause trouble if released from the jar. It seems that
Muhammad Ali also recalled stories of hidden treasures buried in Egypt, and his love of
gold overcame his fear of jinn. He smashed the jar with his mattock, and indeed something
golden in color and glistening in the sunlight — fragments of papyrus, we might conclude —
flew out of the jar and disappeared into the air. And when he looked into the broken jar to
see what remained, he found only a collection of old books — the codices of the Nag
Hammadi library. (Pagels in Meyer, 2007, p. 3)

On the one hand, this shows that there is no need of great historical distance for an ambience
of embellished, legend-conferring spectacle to emerge around a tale of gaining access to
books so far inaccessible, for one reason or another. On the other hand, Muhammad Ali’s
hunch about “hidden treasures buried in Egypt” (see above) is not too far-fetched. These
writings are believed to be Coptic translations “by Christian monks who treasured them as
holy books in the library of one of the oldest monasteries in Egypt” (ibid., p. 6),%”° until
Athanasius, the archbishop of Alexandria, “sent out an Easter letter all over Egypt in the
spring of 367, ordering believers to reject what he called ‘illegitimate and secret books’”

(ibid.; Festal Letter 39) — from which warning the aforementioned monks would have

“saved and protected over fifty texts from their library by sealing them in a heavy jar and

275 “Jean Doresse rightly noted that the region where the Nag Hammadi Codices were discovered is well-
known for its connections with ‘the most ancient traditions of Coptic monasticism’” (Lundhaug & Jenott,
2015, p. 22). In the case of the Nag Hammadi Library specifically, Wisse (1997, p. 147) observes that
“documents used as cartonnage to stiffen the leather cover of Codex VII include monastic letters among which
is one from Pachomius to Paphnoute (...) The three scribal colophons that survive at the end of Codices 1, II,
and VII conform to the pious scribbles found in monastic manuscripts. The Coptic dialect in which most of
the tractates were written is Sahidic, the orthographic convention created in fourth century monastic
scriptoria”. All of Lundhaug & Jenott (2015) is dedicated to, as the book title puts it, “the monastic origins of
the Nag Hammadi Codices”. Full access to the book was not possible due to the library closures resulting from
the COVID-19 pandemic.
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burying them away from the monastery walls” (ibid., p. 7). Very much like the evidence

from the previous subsection, the lines between fact and fiction become blurred.

The above could be judged as an amusing but irrelevant comparison to the matter at
hand if it were not for a few facts. One fact is the noticeable geographical proximity between
Nag Hammadi and Zosimus’ Panopolis (see map in Fowden, 1993, p. 12). Another fact is
that the first copy of the Secret Book of John ever to emerge to public knowledge before the
other three from Nag Hammadi belongs to the Berlin Gnostic Codex 8502, bought in 1896
by Carl Reinhardt in no other city than Akhmin (Pagels in Meyer, 2007, p. 2) — or, as it
would have been referred to in ancient Greek, Panopolis. A further fact is that Zosimus
mentions two names (Zoroaster and Nikotheos) that in Porphyry are associated with
subversive revelatory literature that Plotinus would have been acquainted with in his time
and circles — whether that includes Rome, Alexandria, his hometown Lycopolis (quite close
to Panopolis as well), or even Persia (Porphyry says that Plotinus joined the Roman army in
an expedition to Persia prepared by Emperor Gordian 11 in order to learn Persian philosophy
— see Life of Plotinus 3) is not known. Most importantly, Zosimus mentions the Hebrews
and the sacred books of Hermes together ((oi) ‘Efpaiot kai ai iepai Eppod Bifror, Omega
15.147-148), when the Nag Hammadi Library displays Hermetic texts alongside texts that
can be evidently traced back to Hebrew scriptural origins. All this amounts to a strong
indication that Zosimus was exposed to collections of revelatory literature of a very similar
type to that of Nag Hammadi that were circulating more or less secretly and that would
contain scriptural texts of both Judeo-Christian and Hermetic inclination.?’6

One of the thematic parallels between Omega and this collection goes back to

Nikotheos’ epithets (kekpoppévog, avevperoc). Jackson (1990, p. 270) points out that “there

278 “Through which channel did the Gnostic myth (and Jewish traditions?) reach Hermetic milieus? It does
seem probable that the syncretism evidenced by the Nag Hammadi library is not a phenomenon of the 4%
century (the dating of the library) but one that goes back at least to the 3" century” (Stroumsa, 1984, p. 143).

183



are ‘Hidden Ones’ aplenty in the extant apocalypses from Nag Hammadi” — some of which
appear, quite interestingly, in Zostrianus and Allogenes (NHC 8.1 and NHC 11.3,
respectively; see above). Jackson adds that “one expects such language in apocalyptic
contexts, or wherever it is a question of the revelation of previously hidden secrets” (ibid.
pp. 270-271). This is very much the case in the Secret Book of John, the title of which might
possibly unify the hypothesis that some of these books may actually have been hidden to
some in their time and the fact that the knowledge it shares is presented as secret:?’’ after
receiving his revelation “of the mysteries... hidden in silence” (Secret Book of John 1),%78
John hears from his Saviour (very probably Jesus Christ)?” that “I have told you everything
for you to record and communicate secretly to your spiritual friends. This is the mystery of
the unshakable generation” (Secret Book of John 31).

Yet the points of connection between Omega and the Secret Book of John go way
beyond a generic secrecy motif.?8 This is unsurprising not only because the first copy of the
text that happened to emerge did so, coincidently or not, in Zosimus’ city, but also because
of the evident popularity the work enjoyed in antiquity, manifested in its survival in “no
fewer than four separate manuscripts, a huge number of copies compared with what we have
for most Gnostic texts” (Turner in Meyer, 2007, p. 103), and possibly in the fact that “in the
three Nag Hammadi codices, Secret Book of John is always the first tractate copied into the
codex” (ibid.). A notable similarity is the “enslavement of the human race through the
origination of fate” (ibid., p. 105), which is denominated with a Coptic term clearly linked

with the Greek term used in Zosimus: sirmamené (Meyer, 2007, p. 130 n. 134; Secret Book

277 Alternatively, the title could be a literary device to explain why those familiar with the better-known gospel
of John have not previously heard of this version.

278 The English translation of the Secret Book of John used here is Meyer (2007, pp. 107-138).

278 The tone of caution is due to the fact that only two copies of the Secret Book of John explicitly identify the
Saviour with Jesus Christ (namely NHC 2.1 and 4.1) — though this may simply be due to the fact that these
copies are longer.

280 As mentioned before (see n. 161 above), Charron (2005, esp. pp. 448-452) has argued for close parallels
between the Dialogue of the Philosophers and Cleopatra and the Secret Book of John (esp. NHC 2.1).
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of John 28). The Coptic work also draws attention to the acts of (not) naming and keeping
names secret that have been identified as a major feature of Omega: “The One is
unutterable... unnamable” (Secret Book of John 3).28! The most striking passage in that
regard concerns the story of how Barbelo (who came forth as the Forethought of the Father)

conceives:

The Father gazed into Barbelo, with the pure light surrounding the Invisible Spirit, and his
radiance. Barbelo conceived from him, and he produced a spark of light similar to the blessed
light but not as great. This was the only Child of the Mother-Father that had come forth, the
only offspring, the only Child of the Father, the pure light. (...) The Child asked to be given
Mind as a companion to work with, and the Spirit consented. The Invisible Virgin Spirit set
the true, divine Self-Generated over everything and caused all authority and the truth within
to be subject to it, so that the Child might understand everything, the one called by a name
greater than every name, for that name will be told to those who are worthy of it. (Secret
Book of John 7)

The Child resonates with Zosimus’ spiritual person in a number of ways. The Child is
identified with light, just as one of the names of the spiritual person is ®wg. The Child asks
for Mind (the text actually uses the Greek word vodg here; see Meyer, 2007, p. 112 n. 29),
the use of which is one of the defining features of Zosimus’ spiritual person. Most
importantly, the Child is “called by a name greater than every name, for that name will be
told to those who are worthy of it” — which strongly reminds one of the spiritual person’s
“noble name”, which only Nikotheos knows (10 p&v ovv kbpiov... povog yop Nikddgog O
dvevpetog Tadto 0idev, Omega 10.100-101).

Other less direct and more speculative points of connection are no less interesting.
When Barbelo appears as the Father’s Forethought, the term that describes the entity is the

Greek npovoua (see Meyer, 2007, p. 110 n. 14), the meaning of which is quite close to the

281 Note also the similar dichotomy from Omega, despite the negationist take: “The One is not corporeal and
it is not incorporeal” (Secret Book of John 3).
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interpretation of Prometheus’ name as “Forethought” (West, 1966, p. 309; Mertens, 1995,
p. 72 n. 31) certainly at play in Zosimus’ Omega when Prometheus has “at one time... the
image of soul, at another time of intellect” (kai mwote pev yoyiic &xet eikdva. 6 TlpounOevg,
note 6¢ voog, Omega 12.115-116). There might also be more to the similarity between
Zosimus’ envy-fuelled “mimic daimon” (dvtippog daipwv, Omega 14.133) and Yaldabaoth
from the Secret Book of John mentioned in the close reading above than the general Gnostic
notion of the “mimic spirit” (&vtippov mvedpa). His name in Greek would be ToAdafam6
— a nine-letter name with a diphthong, very much like that of the mimic daimon’s precursor
from Omega. This diphthong, unlike that of the suggested Maviyaiog (see above), would
follow the pattern of sipappévn set by Zosimus (kata tov thic sipappévng 6pov, 14.144-145)
more closely in the sense that the diphthong of both ToAdafa®6 and sipapuévn falls on the
first syllable. This is not to argue that this is the solution to Zosimus’ riddle, especially when
the Mani solution provides a much better explanation for the Persian connection in the
passage. Yet in a context where many similarities between Zosimus’ work and the Secret
Book of John are noticeable and Zosimus is constantly displaying doctrinal eclecticism and
wordplay (which are at times connected — see close reading above), it is not impossible to
imagine this as a well-used opportunity to nod gently to more than one reference.

The similarities between Omega and the Secret Book of John led Doresse to suggest
that a presumably lost revelation by Nikotheos mentioned in Porphyry might have been the
source for the Secret Book of John (Doresse, 1958, p. 285; see Mertens, 1995, p. 96 n. 65 &
2002, p. 173) — which now leads us to the evidence involving Nikotheos himself beyond
Omega and Porphyry. Quite interestingly, Nikotheos is mentioned alongside Enoch “as an
envoy of illumination” (Jackson, 1990, p. 273) in two different texts in two different
languages. These mentions occur in the Coptic Homilies (68.17) and, most strikingly, in a

Middle Persian Manichean fragment (M299a line 5) found in present-day Xinjiang
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(Northwest China). These two instances are not to be dismissed considering the Enochian
connections in the Letter from Isis to Horus and Zosimus’ allusions to its contents discussed
in Chapter 1,82 as well as the clues dropped in Zosimus’ Omega pointing to revelatory
literature associated with Persians, Medes, and Parthians.?3

Yet the most robust evidence for a better understanding of Zosimus’ Nikotheos is
still a Coptic Gnostic treatise (known as the Untitled Treatise) from the Bruce Codex (fourth

century?):24

There is again another Twelve surrounding the head (of the Deep). Upon them is a diadem:
rays (axtwv) they cast forth to the Worlds (xoopog) around them from the Light of the Only-
begotten (novoysvng) who is hidden in (the Deep): this same for whom all seek. The spoken
word, indeed (uev = unv), (exists) to cause us to comprehend (xwpt) him through those who
excel in uttering these things. And (nén = nde) as far as we are concerned, it is not possible
in any other to apprehend (vot) them, that is to say, (of) ourselves. To speak of him indeed
(nev = unv), with a tongue of flesh (cap&), even as he is, this is impossible. For (yap) they
are great ones who excel in powers (duvapuig), to cause them to learn through an inborn
thought, (gvvouwr) after which they follow. (...) They did homage, namely, the Powers
(dvvapug) of the mighty Aeons (awv), to the power (duvauig) of Marsanes (napoovng),
saying: Who is this who beheld these things with his own eyes, that is, concerning him who
in this manner was revealed? Nicotheos (vikoBgoc) spake concerning him, he had seen him,
for he is one who was in that place. He spake and said: He IS, even the Father, who excels
all perfection (tehog): he revealed the invisible (o"opatog), perfect (tehog) Triple-Power
(tpdvvauig). They saw him, each one of the perfect (tehiog) men, they spake concerning
him, whilst they gave him glory, each after (xata) his own manner. (Untitled Treatise 21-
23)

2821t is worth observing that the myth of angels having intercourse with women also appears in the Secret Book
of John (29-30).

283 “Around 220 one Alcibiades arrived (in Rome) with an apocalypse which, he claimed, a certain righteous
man, Elchasai, had received from the Seres of Parthia (Hippolytus, Refutation of All Heresies, 9.13.1)”
(Jackson, 1990, p. 257). This textual mobility could also have happened the other way around. Based on an
account from the late eighth-early ninth century “Abbasid court astrologer Ibn Nawbaht, Van Bladel (2009,
pp. 29-47) argues that the third-century Sasanian emperor Sapiir I may have commissioned translations of
Greek texts into Middle Persian that would include the “pseudo-Persian, indeed pseudo-Zoroastrian works
(...) in circulation in Greek in the mid-third century” (ibid., p. 44) such as the ones mentioned in Porphyry (see
above), under the misconception that such translations were a way of restoring their own Iranian heritage (ibid.,
p. 43). Therefore, the Middle Persian fragment mentioned above could be an instance of this ideological move,
as “it shows that Nicotheus, one of the authors of the books associated by Porphyry with Zoroaster, was known
in Sasanian Iran and was possibly known to Mani himself in the third century. It is also noteworthy in this
connection that (...) Mani sent his apostle Patteg on a missionary journey to Egypt. While visiting Alexandria,
Patteg must have learned something about the intellectual climate of Egypt. Could he have returned with
information about this ancient prophet Nicotheus, or with a book of Hermes?” (ibid., p. 46). Indeed, further
investigation of Mani’s envoy(s) to Egypt could cast some light on the prophecy-like prediction about a
precursor coming from Persia in Omega 14. For the moment, strong evidence of circulation of texts between
Iranian and Egyptian territories suffices.

284 The translation is Baynes (1933), who indicates any use of Greek words in the treatise.
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Jackson (1990, p. 261) navigates the text’s convolutedness by suggesting that the following

could be the author’s perspective:

He is, in effect, admitting that he is one of the ordinary humans who are incapable of
describing the Father’s Only-begotten Son (...). He is further admitting that he is dependent
for his description of those Beings upon the superior humans — Marsanes and Nikotheos and,
later on in chapter 7, Phosilampes — who achieved the vision of them, the vision that enabled
the privileged seers to vouchsafe the revelation of the secrets of those Beings to mankind.
(Jackson, 1990, p. 261)

Marsanes in fact appears as a prophet who experienced a revelation in a Nag Hammadi
writing (NHC 10, the title of which is also Marsanes; see Jackson, 1990, p. 262 n. 19 with
further references and bibliography). Jackson’s interpretation of the passage also allows
tighter connections between the passage from the Untitled Treatise and Omega to be drawn
here. The impossibility of talking about the Only-begotten with a “tongue of flesh” (see
above) reminds one of Zosimus’ corporeal language (Zosimus’ outer or corporeal human is
also called flesh-made Adam — 6 cdpkivog Adau, Omega 10.97) in contrast with the
incorporeal language. This limitation of the “tongue of flesh” or the “corporeal language”
also agrees with how Zosimus says that only Nikotheos knows what the letter omega means
in the incorporeal language (Omega 1.2-4), which in turn agrees with the fact that, according
to the author of the Untitled Treatise, it was Nikotheos who spoke (i.e. employed language,
possibly ‘incorporeal’?) concerning the Only-begotten.

There are also connections between the Only-begotten from the Untitled Treatise
and the spiritual person from Omega to be reflected upon, as well as their relatedness with
Nikotheos. On the one hand, both the Only-begotten and the spiritual man are made objects

of knowledge to which Nikotheos had exclusive access. Both figures are also connected
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with light: “...the light of the Only-begotten” (see above) is also present in Zosimus’
“spiritual and luminous human” (t® mvevuatik®d Kol EoOTEWV® avOphrm, Omega 13.131),
one of whose names is also “man/light” (®wg — see n. 264). On the other hand, an earlier
passage from the Untitled Treatise talks of an “Adam of the Light”, who Baynes (1933, p.
60 n. 9) associates with Adam’s spiritual, luminous man from Omega, but is described in a
similar way to Nikotheos: “Adam (adap), who is of the Light, is in that place” (Untitled
Treatise 16 — cf. “Nikotheos... was in that place” above). Likewise, an attribute given to the
Only-begotten corresponds to one of the epithets Zosimus attributes to Nikotheos himself:
“the Only-begotten (novoyevng) who is hidden” (Nwo8eoc (0) kekpoppévog, Omega 1.4).
This could suggest that, although the Only-Begotten and the spiritual man are made
Nikotheos’ objects in the Untitled Treatise and Omega, respectively, they could at some
level be identified with Nikotheos himself. By different means,?8 Jackson (1990, p. 263)
makes the same supposition regarding the Untitled Treatise: “Nikotheos attained the vision
of the Father’s Only-begotten Son because he is the Father’s Only-Begotten”. Jackson

mentions Elchasaite and Jewish-Christian traditions whereby:

(...) the heavenly Revealer and Savior — whether called the Holy Spirit, the Great or the
Hidden power, the Only-Begotten, the Son of God, the Christ, the True Prophet (...) —was
held to have undergone successive incarnations in elect prophetic human receptacles (...),
in whose righteous spirits the heavenly spirit found a ‘Kinsman’. (...) The revelations such
prophetic figures gave, or were held by followers to have given, were, in effect, self-
revelations, revelations granted by and whose content was the Spirit and the Power that had
come to be in them and was them. (Jackson, 1990, p. 268)

Jackson does not show how this reasoning also works well with Omega. The key idea
Zosimus shares in Omega 7 is that the spiritual man, who has learned to know himself, will

have also learned to know God (tov mvevuatikov GvBpmmov OV Entyvovio £aVTOV ..., Kol

285 Jackson gets to this conclusion by looking into peculiarities of the Coptic text.
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Oeov émyvovta, Omega 7.58-62); that the spiritual man, who searches only for himself, by
using his intellect will see the Son of God, or Only-begotten (8¢ 610 povov 100 (ntelv
€aVTOV... VON00¢ Kol ToAMTtevoduevog Bedon tov Beod vidv, Omega 7.61-65) — note that in
the Untitled Treatise Nikotheos attains his vision of the searched-for Only-begotten (“the
Only-begotten... for whom all seek™) from learning “through an inborn thought, (evvoia)
after which they follow” (Untitled Treatise 22): “he had seen him, for he is one who was in
that place” (ibid.). In Omega, that place would be none other than the so-called “incorporeal
region”, the light into which the spiritual man of light would be led, returning to the happy
region where he once was (gig tov eddaipova y®dpov dvdpuncey dmovmep fv. .. 6dNyoduevoV
€1 €xeivo 10 pddg, Omega 7.71-74). In conclusion, Nikotheos would have accessed his own
inner, spiritual man by means of his vodg and taken this path away from the region of Fate
into the incorporeal region himself (¢ 100 ydpov ti¢ eipappévng Ert 1ov dodpatov, Omega
7.66-67) — and this is what grants him both his knowledge of all things incorporeal and his
epithets, which “imply the seer’s having been carried off or assumed into the heavens (...)
and the consequent impossibility of finding him any more on earth” (Jackson, 1990, pp. 271-
272; see also Reitzenstein, 1904, p. 268).

This could possibly discard the hypothesis put forward in the previous subsection
via a comparison with hidden books mentioned in the Hermetica, i.e. that Nikotheus’ epithet
could apply to hidden writings rather than the man himself. However, it so happens that
Zosimus ascribes the doctrine regarding the spiritual man’s return to the luminous
incorporeal region to a Hermetic work (Omega 7.57). Both hypotheses — the hidden books
or the hidden man — are inescapably connected by the fact that both Zosimus’ Omega and
the Coptic Untitled Treatise have connections with Porphyry’s account of revelations that
were frowned upon and with the Nag Hammadi Collection that contains revelations of

different kinds, including Hermetic ones. One way or another, Zosimus seems to have
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become acquainted with Hermetism and the figure of Nikotheos by means of eclectic book
collections full of spiritual ambition of the likes of the Nag Hammadi Codices — collections
which were nonetheless circulating less freely than others in the fourth century.
Accordingly, the tendency towards linking multiple but fairly like-minded doctrines from
Omega can be explained not only by Zosimus’ astoundingly eclectic taste, but also by the

very versatility of these collections that have certainly left a mark on the alchemist’s style.

Final remarks

The above attests to the cultural complexity from which Zosimus emerges as an artfully
eclectic author whose interests go way beyond technical practice beneath a veneer of mystic
opacity. It is often extremely difficult to specify the exact references made by Zosimus:
alongside the already much-lamented dating difficulties are lack of extensive textual
evidence (the hoped-for emergence of an ancient revelatory text where Nikotheos is a key
figure would be an invaluable source for a better understanding of Zosimus’ spiritual views)
and the way in which the very eclecticism of Zosimus’ milieu entails a great number of
thematic but not necessarily linguistic parallels among texts that does not quite quench the
classicist’s thirst for crystal-clear intertextuality. Yet it is hoped that the present chapter has
demonstrated that Zosimus is of no less interest to the philologist. If enough attention and
patience is dedicated to Omega’s prolix versatility, one finds a work that reflects upon
language as the means whereby Zosimus tries to negotiate, harmonise and preserve more or
less communicable ideas belonging to different cultural and linguistic backgrounds in a most
inventive way.

In the case of Zosimus’ Omega, a better way of describing the contextual links here
presented might be ‘interdoctrinality’ or even ‘interspirituality’ in relation to pagan

Hermetic and so-called Judeo-Christian ‘Gnostic’ notions alike. Such relationships are made
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possible by the underlying eclecticism already observed in the cases of the Letter from Isis
to Horus (where two Egyptian dramatis personae found in Hermetism learn alchemy in an
Enochic-like setting) and the Dialogue of the Philosophers and Cleopatra (where
expectations of a Plato-inspired philosophical dialogue take one to sermonic speeches
involving an Egyptian ruler and a Persian magus), cultural eclecticism which emerges as a
robust feature of early alchemical texts — one that greatly informs their style. This is here
reinforced by cross-linguistic evidence in Greek, Coptic and Middle Persian signaling how
far-reaching (albeit discreet for the sake of self-protection) the influence of revelatory
literature involving Nikotheos must have been in the first centuries of our era, an influence
to which Zosimus bore witness. In fact, Zosimus’ Omega could be interpreted as an
expression of the material finding from the Nag Hammadi Library: a vessel (see Edwards,
1992) where variegated doctrines and perspectives from diverse cultural heritages are
contained by what brings them together: their search for a spiritual way (see n. 95) through
knowledge and their attempt not to be obscured by an ominous cloud of censorship coming

from various fronts.
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Chapter Four

Zosimus of Panopolis’ dream visions: Memoirs 10-12

4.1) The texts
(i) Dating, transmission, overview
As the period in which Zosimus lived can only be conjectured approximately, it is not
possible to be exact about when Memoirs 10-12 would have been written. In terms of
transmission, Memoir 10 has the most complicated and knotted history of the three texts. In
M’BA, Memoir 10 follows Memoir 9, but in M it appears between two treatises by the
anonymous Philosopher and sayings attributed to Agathodaimon and Hermes (Mertens,
1995, p. 212). M’ and B only feature the first paragraph of the text — a strange coincidence
given that other texts from M’ and B do not suggest that they belong to the same manuscript
tradition (ibid.; see Introduction). According to Mertens (ibid., pp. 212-213), this may be
due to the scribe realising that they had already copied the text in the case of the former, and
to the overall more technical stance of the manuscript in the case of the latter (see
Introduction), as Zosimus’ dreams only start in the second paragraph.

Memoir 10 is also given different titles by different manuscripts. M features “By the
Divine Zosimus, on Excellence” (Zoocipov tod Oeiov mepi dpertilg), M’ and B “on the
Composition of Waters” (nepi cuvbéoemg DodTmwv), and A a combination of the two: “By
Zosimus, (on?) Excellence, (or?) on the Composition of Waters, First (Lesson)” (Zoocipov
dpetfic mepi ouvlécemg VGtV (Tpa&ic) o).28 The term npaig is supplied by means of

comparison with the titles of Memoirs 11 and 12 (both of which have only been transmitted

286 «On” and “or” follow Prof. Hutchinson’s suggestions: Zooipov {mepi) dpetfic (/) mepi cuvBiceng HddTmy
(mpagic) o’
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in A): Memoir 11 is entitled “Second Lecture by Zosimus” (Zoocipov npa&ic ), and
Memoir 12 “Third Lecture by Zosimus” (Zoocipov npaic y’), respectively.

It has been stressed in the Introduction that the present thesis is not an edition of the
texts here selected, nor is it focussed on editorial minutiae which, considering the complexity
of the manuscript tradition of early alchemical texts considered, deserve to be treated as
problems in their own right. That said, it might be worth making two brief observations. One
is that, although M’ and B at large do not appear to belong to the same manuscript family,
the fact that they transmit the exact same passage from Memoir 10 under the same title
suggests that it might be possible that the scribe of B had some contact with the tradition of
M, be that direct or not. Another observation is that the attribution of Memoirs 11 and 12
to Zosimus could be put in doubt by a number of peculiarities about them. Their much
shorter length in comparison with Memoir 10, the fact that they are transmitted only in A,
and the fact that they often repeat themes already found in Memoir 10 lead to some level of
suspicion. Equally, it might have been the case that the very repetitiveness of Memoirs 11
and 12 has led the scribes of M(’) and B to leave authentic Zosimean material aside. While
questions of authenticity remain open, the following approaches Memoirs 11 and 12 as
works by Zosimus, but puts more focus on Memoir 10.

Memoirs 10-12 can be summarised as follows:

Memoir 10

8 1.1-6: Zosimus starts by listing a number of general expressions that seem to allude
to alchemical practice, and states that these stages are natures neither foreign nor imported,
but rather nature herself — which is uniform — that possesses the solid parts of the metals and
the liquid extracts of the plants.

8 1.7-16: Mertens provides two versions of the passage based on manuscript

variations: ‘a’ follows M’, B, A, and L, and ‘b’ follows M. The first half of both versions
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talks about a search ({toic) in slightly different ways while using very similar language.
The two versions of the second half are identical in the beginning and talk about the
influence of the moon on nature according to chronological measures. Then, they vary:
something (a word seems to be missing here in both versions — Mertens suggests “the
search”) either lays as a foundation (bmoBdaiAiel — version ‘a’) or appropriates (bmoPdAreTon
— version ‘b’) the waning and waxing through which nature either “withdraws” (bmo@ebyet,
‘a’) or “rides” (inmevel, b’).

§ 2.17-25: Having said these things, Zosimus falls asleep. In his dream, Zosimus
sees a sacrificing priest standing on top of an altar in the shape of a jar that has fifteen
ladders. Zosimus also hears the voice of a priest from above claiming to have succeeded
going down and up the steps.

8 2.25-43: Zosimus asks the priest who he is, to which he replies he is lon, the
sacrificing priest of the innermost sanctuaries, who claims to endure an unendurable act of
violence. The priest proceeds to graphically describe how someone became his master by
opening him wide with a dagger and taking off his scalp with a sword. The master also
entangled the priests’ bones and flesh and burned him thoroughly with the fire going through
his hand. Zosimus sees, among other things, the priest vomiting his own flesh and turning
into a mutilated homunculus. Waking up from fear, Zosimus asks himself if that is not the
position of the waters.

8 3: Zosimus falls asleep again. He sees the same jar-altar, this time filled with
bubbling water and countless people. Zosimus interacts with a homunculus in an attempt to
understand what he sees. As they have this conversation, Zosimus sees a man of copper
holding a lead tablet who leads the people in the punishments. The homunculus informs
Zosimus that the copper man is the same man who in his previous dream vomited his own

flesh.
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8 4: Zosimus wakes up again and asks himself the cause of this vision, and associates
it with “the white water”, to which he attributes a number of other names. He then breaks
into what Mertens (1995, p. 221 n. 31) has called “une espéce d’hymne rempli d’effets de
rhétorique” while speaking of the method through which one transforms nature.

8 5: Zosimus instructs an unidentified, dear friend (@iltoze) to build a temple and,
while holding a sword, find its entrance, where a serpent is to be found guarding it. Zosimus’
instructions that follow have many parallels with elements from his first dream: the
addressee should become the serpent’s master, remove its skin, take its flesh with its bones
and separate them member by member, reunite them and only then enter the temple. There,
the copper man is no longer to be found; he became a silver man, and then, if the addressee
so wishes, a gold man.

8 6: Zosimus announces that this preamble is an introduction to his addressee’s
opening of the flowers of words to follow. This preamble also is, among other things,
revelations of hidden words that become manifest. He then makes general statements about
excellence and nature.

8§ 7: Zosimus instructs his friend not to communicate such excellence clearly to
anyone, as silence teaches excellence. He states that it is beautiful to see the transformations
of the four metals into perfect gold.

8 8: The closing paragraph is a recipe that uses salt, sulphur, and vitriol to produce
a vinegar. These substances would overpower the white-looking copper and produce that
which is called gold (6 Aeyouevog ypvodg, 8.146-147). This is how, Zosimus says, by
overpowering matter, one holds the uniform species away from the multiple species.

Memoir 11

8 1.1-14: Zosimus is going up and down stairs and gets lost in the process; he then

falls asleep and, meeting a homunculus, tells him that he got lost.
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8 1.14-24: The homunculus takes Zosimus to the punishments. As Zosimus observes
him, the homunculus is thrown into his punishment and is burned up by the fire. Zosimus is
terrified, and as he wakes up, he interprets that this man, who looks similar to the guide from
his second dream in Memoir 10, is actually the copper man, who must be thrown into the
punishments.

8§ 2.25-50: Zosimus starts moving again, and once again gets lost. He meets an old
man dressed in white called Agathodaimon, who Zosimus hopes will help him find his way.
Agathodaimon is also thrown into the punishment. Zosimus narrates the horrible scene and
enquires of the man as his eyes get filled with blood about what he is undergoing. The man
replies that he is the copper man. Zosimus wakes up, scared, and gathers from his dream
that it is necessary to project the copper.

Memoir 12

8 1.1-7: Zosimus again contemplates the altar shaped like a phial, this time called
divine. He sees an august-looking figure dressed in white celebrating the terrible mysteries
who is identified as the priest from the innermost temples and whose tasks are described.

§ 2.8-18: Zosimus falls asleep. Zosimus goes up the third step and sees someone
approaching with a big knife; behind this person, someone else brings a person with their
arms connected in their back and dressed in white, whose name is “the culmination of
cinnabar”. The person holding the knife tells Zosimus to cut one of the other two characters’
heads, to sacrifice their bits of flesh so that they are cooked by the instrument and go through
the punishment.

8§ 2.18-24: Zosimus wakes up, and says that those occupied with such things are the
liquids of the metallic art; the man holding the large knife says to Zosimus that he has gone
through the going down the seven steps, and another person (it is unclear which of the two)

says that the craft has been fulfilled while the coppers were projected through the liquids.

197



(ii) The form: the allegorical dream

Allegorical readings are quite inviting when one is confronted with outlandish narratives in
the context of technical literature. Yet the previous chapters have shown that these texts are
doing much more at a literary level than simply creating vivid codes for ingredients and
procedures. A dimension of the mystery is preserved in that ancient alchemists have been
quite efficient in making their language malleable enough for it to potentially mean a number
of things. To an extent, their texts behave like warm metal alloy waiting for the reader to
give it the shape they find more appealing.

Zosimus’ dreams represent the epitome of this malleability. They also show, out of
all the texts addressed in this thesis, possibly the most intricate handling of the literary
potentiality alchemical practice provides. The following argues that this is due to two main
facts. One is that these dreams are openly identified as allegories, and showcase a perceptive
use of features that have been found to be common among allegories in general.?®” The other
is that, despite referring to his dreams as allegorical, Zosimus protects their obscurity by
presenting them in a chaotic, slightly nonsensical setting that is typical of dreams.

Zosimus hints at allegorical interpretation from his very first dream. There, the
alchemist is confronted with a sacrificing priest standing on top of an altar shaped like a
phial (igpovpydv tva Eotdra... Endve Popod erorosdodc, Mem. 10 2.17-18) containing
fifteen ladders (Sexomévte KAipaxag... eiyev 0... Bopdg, Mem. 10 2.19-20); he also hears a
voice from above (pwviig dvwbev fikovoa, 2.20) claiming to have completed the action of
going down and up these ladders (memAfpoka 10 KoTIEVOL HE TOOTAG TAG. .. KApOKOG Kol

aviévol e Toc... khpokog, 2.21-23). The voice inside the altar-phial says: “I am Ion, the

287 The theoretical framework here used to discuss allegory is from Quilligan (1979).
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priest of the innermost sanctuaries” (8y® eipn 6 TdV?® O igpedg 1OV 4dvTOV, 2.28-29).
Shortly after the priest’s gory description of an intolerable violence he underwent (someone
dismembered him, separated his flesh and bones, and then reassembled him), Zosimus
wakes up from fear (pofn6eic drwnvicOnv, 2.41) and considers the meaning of his dream by
saying: “isn’t the position of the waters this way?” (u7 obtog dpé dotv 1| TdV Vd&TOV Oé0IC;
2.41-42). As there is no mention of waters in the dream itself, this comment immediately
prompts the reader to stay alert to the possibility that this and Zosimus’ following dreams
may mean something ‘other’ (&A\og) than they first appear.

This allusion to allegory may lead to a number of responses on the part of the reader,
most of which make literary investigations at large superfluous. One of them is to assume
that Zosimus’ dreams are essentially ‘codes’ to be cracked rather than texts to be enjoyed as
they are. Another possible response is to put emphasis on the choice of religious themes and
to interpret technical endeavours as a version of spiritual ambition. Yet another response is
to explore the constituent polysemy of this particular narrative and, rather than trying to
establish a hierarchy among its potential meanings, relishing the interpretive complexity
attained by the narrative’s possibilities. After making a short review of allegorical
interpretations of Zosimus’ dreams that illustrate the first two approaches, the following
argues that the third approach is the one that best handles the specific case of Zosimus’
Memoirs 10-12, and the one that best appreciates their literary achievements.

As mentioned in the Introduction, the view that allegory in alchemical literature
always amounts to a ‘code’ to be cracked is common among historians of science. It is when
introducing Zosimus’ dreams that historian of science Principe (2013, p. 18) uses the

German term Decknamen, “cover names”. These “cover names”, Principe explains, would

288 Mertens (1995, p. 36 n. 14) has chosen this accentuation because "I&v may be the participle of i6w and mean
“the one who makes the i0s” (ibid.) —a mysterious but often mentioned substance in alchemical writings (see
below).
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have two purposes: “they maintain secrecy, but they also allow for discreet communication
among those having the knowledge or intelligence to decipher the system” (ibid.). Applied
to Zosimus’ dreams, this would mean that “the actors, places, and actions described are
personified Decknamen woven into a coherent and extended narrative” (ibid.) that
allegorically refer to practical alchemical procedures.

Principe does not break down what these Decknamen in Zosimus’ dreams would
really signify in technical terms. His confidence in the view that the elements of Zosimus’
dreams are codes is based mainly on Zosimus’ waking interjections (Principe, 2013, pp. 18-
19), such as that regarding the “position of the waters” (1] Tdv VoGtV Béo1g, see above) Or
when Zosimus wakes up from sleep in Memoir 12 and says the following about the
characters featured in his latest dream: “those occupied in these things are the liquids of the
metallic art” (ol wepl tadTd giow @ Vypa Th¢ petariikiic, Mem. 12 2.20). Berthelot and
Ruelle have a short footnote at the beginning of their translation of Memoir 10 saying that
“tout ceci est la description mystique de diverses opérations chimiques de distillation, de
sublimation, de coupellation, accompagnées de grillages, d’effervescences et de
changements de couleur” (CAAG Transl. 117 n. 3), but do not give any details about how
these many procedures would fit into the characters or the narrative.

Mertens (1995) seems to have been the first to consider the gritty details of how the
allegory could work on a technical level. Of the phial-shaped altar, she says that the evidence
points to the phial being the top part of an alembic or top of a hot plate (kérotakis; see
Introduction n. 15). Her choice of the latter as the most probable option is partly based on
the reference to the going up and down the ladders mentioned above, which could evoke
“un mécanisme de circulation des substances qui se volatilisent dans 1’appareil a kérotakis”
(Mertens, 1995, p. 217 n. 10). At the same time, Mertens admits that Zosimus’ waking

remarks about his dreams are hardly any help: of both aforementioned comments on the
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“position of the waters” and “the liquids of the metallic art”, she laments that it is not
possible to infer what they refer to precisely (ibid., p. 219 n. 18 and p. 230 n. 13). It becomes
clear why so many scholars before Mertens have dodged the task of getting to the specifics
of what technical procedures Zosimus’ dreams may allegorise (apart from the simple fact
that ancient alchemical procedures in general cannot be fully known; see Introduction): the
unpacking of the technical concerns of Memoirs 10-12 is made extremely difficult not only
from the standpoint of Zosimus’ odd dreams, but also from his vague technical comments
while awake.

Despite these difficulties, Grimes (2018, pp. 127-153) has recently put forward an
interpretation of Zosimus’ dreams that proposes to decode both their technical procedures
and spiritual beliefs and demonstrate how these two are ultimately intertwined. While she
acknowledges the distressing effect these texts provoke (“the imagery is violent and
grotesque, giving the impression that the narrator is trapped in a nightmare from which he
cannot escape”, ibid., p. 127), she reassures the reader, claiming that “when the symbolism
is decoded it becomes evident that this text is describing a spiritual purification, both for the
metals and for the alchemist” (ibid.). In terms of the metallurgical procedures to which the
dreams may relate, Grimes (2018, p. 135) proposes that “the technical procedure alluded to
in this allegory is for coloring a copper-lead alloy, probably using a kérotakis” (a nod to
Mertens), and colouring it gold (ibid.). This is inferred from a number of elements from the
dream-text: as summarised above, Zosimus encounters a copper man holding a lead tablet;
later on, in a waking state, Zosimus says that the copper man will become a silver man and
finally a gold man (Mem. 10.5 113-118), which Grimes associates with “a sequence of color
transmutations — blackening, whitening, yellowing, and sometimes reddening” (Grimes,

2018, p. 135). Zosimus’ dreams also show people burning alive inside the phial-altar, when
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elsewhere Zosimus himself describes the kerotakis as having a phial on top of it, and the

instrument is believed to have been used for heating up products (see Introduction n. 15).28°

Grimes’ argument that Zosimus’ dreams would relate to this sequence of colour
transmutation is problematic for two reasons. The first problem is that the four-stage
blackening-whitening-yellowing-reddening/iosis model, put forward by Hopkins (1934, pp.
92-103) as a method adopted by the Greco-Egyptian alchemists, is actually a feature of
medieval rather than ancient alchemy.?®® As Grimes herself points out, “while these colors
and procedures are mentioned in the Greco-Egyptian alchemical texts, they are not discussed
as stages of transmutation” (2018, p. 48). It is contradictory, then, that Grimes here adopts
the sequence she claimed to be absent from ancient alchemy for her interpretation of an
ancient alchemical writing. The second problem is that the linearity required to support this
model simply cannot be sustained across Zosimus’ dreams. For instance, Grimes says that
the homunculus wearing a red robe in Zosimus’ first dream in Mem. 11 1.8-9 (twva
avOpomdprov ueiecpévov otodnv Epubpav) “could indicate the reddening stage” (ibid., p.
135), i.e. the fourth and last stage; in the following, Zosimus wakes up and falls asleep again,
and encounters in dream an old grey-haired man exceedingly white (rerolMmpévov ynpaiov
Aevkov mavo, Mem. 11 2.29-30) called Agathodaimon (to 8¢ Gvopo avtod EkaAgito
Ayofodaipwmv, 2.31-32). Grimes then says that “these dreams refer to the whitening stage of
the kerotakis process, as Agathodaimon’s dazzling white appearance suggests” (ibid., p.

147), i.e. the second stage.

289 Grimes does not mention the passage from Zosimus’ Memoir 7 where he says that the clay vessel covering
the phial on top of the kerotakis has a hole in order for you to see whether whitening or yellowing has taken
place (omv £xel 10 doTPAKIVOV &yyog KAADTTOV TV PLAANY TO €1l THV Knpotokida, tvo teptBALTY 1 Elevkdvon
fi £€avBmOn, Mem. 7 6.43-45), even though it would help her case in associating this instrument with the colour
transmutations she identifies in Zosimus’ dreams.

2%0 Hopkins® confusion is probably due to relying only on Berthelot and Ruelle’s CAAG, where texts from
different periods are at times jumbled up with little discretion. In fact, one finds an account of alchemical
practice consisting of these four stages in the Book of Comarius, edited as being the first half of the Dialogue
of the Philosophers and Cleopatra (see Chapter I1), but now known to be a separate and later text.
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In spiritual terms, Grimes argues that the sacrificial images from Zosimus’ dreams
“are ‘intellectual sacrifices’ that were being promoted in Zosimos’s day, whereby
philosophers offered their thoughts and research to the gods” (ibid., p. 152). The goal would
be “god-making, purging the soul from its baser qualities so that spiritual and technical
excellence can be achieved” (ibid., p. 151). Grimes refers to another Zosimus passage (from
the Final Count — RHT 1:367) where he urges Theosebeia to stay seated at her home, rest
her body and calm her passions so that God will come to her; Grimes then connects this
passage to what the copper man urges the people burning inside the phial-altar to do in
Zosimus’ second dream from Memoir 10. According to her, the copper man “tells those
seated in the boiling waters to calm themselves, just as Zosimus recommends Theosebeia
that she should calm her body and mind in order to transcend the agitations of the passions”
(ibid., p. 136). This is not correct: the copper man never asks them to calm themselves, but
to sit (toig &v 10ic KoAdoeot o Emtpénm kabecOfvar, Mem. 10 3.63-64). Furthermore,
there is not one single instance in Memoirs 10-12 where Zosimus refers to his own thoughts
with the language of sacrifice or to the idea of purging himself from baser qualities. Such
equivalences between the images from the dreams and Zosimus’ own spiritual/mental state,
to my knowledge, are never suggested throughout Memoirs 10-12.

All the above indicates that Zosimus’ allegorical dreams do not necessarily target
either specific, step-by-step technical procedures or spiritual exercises as these scholars have
assumed and not quite managed to sustain. As to the question of what these dreams would
be targeting instead, it seems that, apart from Mertens’ effort in bringing out literary parallels
between Zosimus’ dream-narratives and other works of his time (1995, p. 211), an attempt

at looking into Zosimus’ texts as literature not descriptive of, but inspired by alchemical
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practice, is yet to be made.?®* The following considers how Zosimus employs allegory and
dreams as literary devices rather than codes, and how it results in effects that fit not only the
way in which ancient alchemists in general experiment with their texts and the traditions
they nod to in a way that both intrigues and confounds the reader, but also Zosimus’
particularly de-centered style of writing about alchemists’ goals.

Taking a literary approach towards an allegorical text from around Zosimus’ time is
arguably not a simple matter. This is because the literary history of allegory is a peculiar

one, as Quilligan observes by comparing allegory with epic and satire:

The act of sitting down to read an allegory as an allegory remains a chore, primarily because
we cannot easily use our experiences with other allegories to guide our expectations of the
present text. We have no distinct generic expectations. (...) it is a bit like trying to read
Paradise Lost without any direct knowledge of Homer or Vergil, aided only by reference to
critical treatises on ‘the heroic poem.” While it is possible to read and even to enjoy reading
Paradise Lost this way, such an experience would be neither very complete, nor would it be
the kind of reading the text itself asks for. (...) The problem of classifying allegory as a
genre is a trifle more complicated than in the case of satire, because it is a genre of narrative
which has no classical progenitors. Juvenal and Horace wrote satires, while allegory had to
await the fourth-century Prudentius in order to bloom as a narrative genre. (Quilligan, 1979,
pp. 16-19)

In other words, there is no clear ‘canon’ of the allegory in antiquity: it had not yet blossomed
as a distinct literary tradition in its own right. As examples of allegory (inuersio), Quintilian
mentions short passages from various poems, such as Horace’s Odes and Vergil’s Bucolics
(Inst. 8.6.44-46). Allegory then is just a ‘trope’ or a ‘figure of speech’ rather than a textual
category; its shy appearance does not make the former poems any less lyrical, or the latter
any less pastoral. In the most expansive case, that of Plato’s Cave, the allegory remains

encapsulated within the philosophical dialogue.

291 Although Mertens is highly welcoming of literary parallels, she still finds it plausible that il y a dans ces
songes une pratique opératoire sous-jacente” (1995, p. 211).
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Even though allegory had not yet fully bloomed as a distinct type of text in Zosimus’
time, it seems that Memoirs 10-12 point to its early beginnings in late antiquity: there are
little gestures towards allegorical writings and allegorical interpretation. An indication of
that is that both the imagery and the narrative from Zosimus’ first dream in Memoir 10 (see
above) have striking parallels with Jacob’s dream in Genesis 28:10-19. There, the dreamer
sees a ladder on which the angels of God ascended and descended (ido0 KApaé... kai ot
dryyehot 10D Ogod avéPovov kai katéfavov én’ avtiic, Gen. 28:12), upon which the Lord
stood (0 8¢ Kvpiog éneotipikto én’ avtiic, 28:13) and said “I am the God of your father
Abraham” (£yd eipt 6 0g0g APpadp tod Tatpdg cov, ibid.). After the Lord tells Jacob the
land on which he lies will be given to him and his offspring, Jacob wakes up (koi éEnyépon
Takmp €k Tod Hmvov, 28:16), and considers the meaning of his dream by saying “The Lord
is in this place, and I did not know it” (§ot1 KOp1og €v 1@ 10m® TOUT®, &Yd O& 0VK TOELY,
28:16). He fears (koi épofnon, 28:17).

One ultimately cannot prove that these parallels (namely, the going up and down
ladder(s), someone being on top of it/them, an authoritative figure introducing itself with
the &yd eipn formula?®? and the dreamer waking up in fear and making a short comment
about the dream) were intended and, as far as | know, this is the first time they are ever
mentioned in scholarship. Yet it is a well-known fact that Zosimus makes copious mentions
of the Hebrews throughout his works (see Chapters I and 111), and a lot can be added from a
literary perspective if one considers these parallels not to be coincidental. For the nods to
Jacob’s dream suggest that Zosimus’ dream is not a purely idiosyncratic figuration of his
mind: it resonates not only with another writing that happens to be a dream, but also with a
dream that happens to have been interpreted allegorically since at least the time of Philo

(first century CE; see also Clement of Alexandria Paedagogus 2.9.78). One particular

292 This formula is discussed in 4.2 below.
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allegorical interpretation of Jacob’s dream, from the rabbinical collection Midrash Rabbah

(vol. 1, Genesis 624-5), has prominent parallels with Zosimus’ actual dream:

The Midrash Rabbah (...) allegorizes the ladder and its angels in terms of the temple and its
cult. In this sense, the ladder represents the stairway leading to the altar; the fact that this
ladder reached to heaven is taken to designate the upward wafting of sacrificial odors; the
angels are the High Priests, ascending and descending the stairs to the altar. (Miller, 1994,
pp. 102-103)%%

The steps in Zosimus’ dream culminate in an altar where a priest is, and Zosimus hearing a
voice from above saying that they succeeded going down and up the ladder(s): the Midrash
Rabbah interpretation considered, it is almost as if Zosimus' dream was shedding a layer of
Jacob’s dream. In short, given that Zosimus did not yet have an established canon of
allegories available to gesture towards in the way that e.g. Virgil had Homer or Seneca had
the Greek tragedians, engaging with a dream-text that was well-established by his time and
had long been seen as allegorical may have been an alternative way of situating his own
within a tradition, however incipient, of dream-texts that are read as allegorical, and of
influencing the reader’s experience as a result.

If these connections are not random, one moves further away from the notion of a
code to that of polysemy, as allegorical interpretations of Jacob’s dream show. For in Philo’s
“philosophical program of coordinating scripture with the tenets of Middle Platonism”
(Miller, 1994, p. 100), on the one hand, there is a contrast between Haran, the place where
Jacob had the dream — which would be “a coded term for... sensory perception (aisthesis)”
(ibid.) — and the word “place” (témoc) Jacob uses when he wakes up to describe it (“The

Lord is in this place”, £&ott KOp1og €v 1@ 1610 T00T0), which would mean “a space filled by

293 | have not had direct access to this source as a result of the library closures resulting from the COVID-19
pandemic. Many thanks to Prof. Edwards for checking his personal copy and confirming the interpretation
reported by Miller.
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the divine words (logoi) of God (...)” (ibid.). In other words, the allegory illustrates “an
epistemological process whereby the forces of the human mind moving from sensory to
divine wisdom are explored” (ibid.). In rabbinic interpretation, on the other hand, another
interpretive route is taken, whereby the word “place” is related to other scriptural instances
of the term until it “takes on dense religious overtones as a space of divine revelation and
prayer” (ibid., p. 101).

While allegorical readings are based on the general polysemy “inherent in the very
words on the page” (Quilligan, 1979, p. 74), these two examples regarding Jacob’s dream
show the particular polysemic potential a vague term like témog unlocks, and the resulting
variety of paths its readers can undertake. Zosimus makes acute use of this potential by
interpreting his first dream as “the position of the waters” (1] T@v Védtwv 0éo1c). While
teasing the reader to look at his dream as an allegory of technical practice, Zosimus also
throws them into a semantic pool where their task is to search and maybe find the meaning
of Béo1c. The facts that Zosimus’ comment refers precisely to the dream which has parallels
with Jacob’s and that 8éc1g occurs at the exact same stage where Jacob’s tomog does (upon
waking up) make the parallels between both passages seem less and less coincidental, and
more likely to indicate in Zosimus’ Memoirs 10-12 a careful use of language and
manipulation of its readers that is typical of allegories.

Quilligan claims that a particular emphasis on language and the reader are at the core
of what links allegorical narratives. With regard to language, she goes as far as saying that
“allegorical narrative unfolds as a series of punning commentaries” (1979, p. 22), and
Zosimus’ 0éc1g once more comes in handy here. Immediately after asking himself if the
position of the waters is not this way, Zosimus says: “and I seemed to persuade myself that
I had understood well” (kai £30&a meibev Eowtov vevonkévar kaddc, Mem. 10 2.42-43).

While “the waters” point to a technical interpretation of 0éo1g and therefore of Zosimus’
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dream, “to persuade” (meiBewv) points to an argumentative interpretation of the word: in
philosophical terms, 6écic can mean a position “assumed and requiring proof” or an
“arbitrary determination” (LSJ). Hence 0¢o1¢ can function as a pun that is both an indication
that Zosimus’ dream is an allegory of a certain technical procedure and a commentary on
the fact that allegorical meaning is in itself only a supposition, a hypothesis of which one
can be persuaded or not. This exemplifies how, if “verbal artifacts are ultimately about the
process of making them” (Quilligan, 1979, p. 15), “allegories are about the making of
allegory in extremely particular ways” (ibid.).

As the following subsection will expose in more detail, this is one of many instances
where the relationship between allegory and language comes at the forefront of Memoirs
10-12. For now, an example worth mentioning comes towards the end of Memoir 10, when
Zosimus says that “this proem is an entrance of the flowers of words below being opened to
you” (todto O TpooiputdyV £6Ttv €il6060¢ 10D dvoiyeshai oot o Tapakatm davon Adymv, Mem.
10 6.119-120). While “opening up flowers of words” seems like a perfect metaphor for
allegorical interpretation, the statement is disorienting in its position, as it follows the dreams
and precedes a straightforward recipe: one would expect that the “flowers of words” to be
opened were the allegorical dreams rather than the technical procedures that may be
allegorised. The statement almost seems to poke fun at the reader’s attempts at interpreting
the text allegorically up to that point and make them question their competence as readers.

This opens up what modern discussions of allegory have identified as “the central
paradox of the problem of allegory” (Quilligan, 1979, p. 20). The paradox is that “generic
allegories form that class of works which is best not to study with the tools of allegorical
criticism” (ibid.), i.e. that allegorical interpretations quite ironically may not be the best way
of going about allegory. The above has shown the shortcomings allegorical readings of

Zosimus’ dreams have in that interpreters try to convert an essentially inexact text into a
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clear-cut account of what they as readers want to see. One of the risks of that, Quilligan
observes, is that “we will lose in particular an appreciation of allegory’s deft manipulation
of us as readers into a position of self-defining self-consciousness about the nature of our
language’s power to shape us into what we are” (ibid.).

Indeed, the use of the second-person pronoun cot in Zosimus’ statement about the
“flowers of words” seems to incite self-consciousness on the part of the reader at the very
moment when their assumptions about the text are confounded. It fits Quilligan’s point that
“the final focus of any allegory is its reader, and that the real ‘action’ of any allegory is the
reader’s learning to read the text properly” (ibid., p. 24). The way in which Quilligan

develops this notion is pertinent to Zosimus’ use of allegory:

Because allegory is (and always has been) the most self-reflexive and critically self-
conscious of narrative genres, and because its purpose is always to make its reader
correspondingly self-conscious, the reader necessarily belongs in its description. He is a
definite component of the form. It is, in fact, this strange characteristic that most
distinguishes allegory as a genre. Comedy, romance, satire, tragedy, and epic are all
categories that classify works essentially according to the emotions they evoke. We laugh at
comedy, wonder at romance, snort at satire, feel pity and terror at tragedy, and admire a hero
after reading an epic. The works’ forms are designed to evoke these responses. After reading
an allegory, however, we only realize what kind of readers we are. (Quilligan, 1979, p. 24)

There are moments in Zosimus’ Memoirs 10-12 where the reader as component of their form
is not merely a possibility, but simply the best and perhaps only way of explaining why
certain things are expressed in the way they are. The best example of that is when Zosimus
instructs his reader to build a temple, look for its entrance ({ntet v gicodov, Mem. 10
5.104-105), and kill the serpent that guards it, and to do to the serpent precisely what lon
says had been done to himself in Zosimus’ first dream (see above): the serpent is to be cut,
dismembered, and have its flesh and bones reassembled. After doing that, “you will find

there the searched-for thing” (evprioeig €xel to {ntovpevov ypiipa, Mem. 10 5.113). Zosimus
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is urging his reader to replicate the allegory for themselves in what looks like a game of
hide-and-seek ({ntet... evpfoelg). Yet the aim is called “thing” (ypfjua): it might be
whatever the reader is searching for in the reading process. Admittedly, Zosimus later
suggests that the “thing” is the gold-man, but even then some room is left for the reader to
decide whether that is in their interest or not: “if you want, you will have a gold-man” (£av
Belong, £€eic ypvoavBporov, Mem. 10 5.117-118). The stimulus for the reader to stay
active and alert is persistent.

This stimulus is not restricted to Zosimus’ playing with allegory; it is also related to
Zosimus’ presentation of his dreams as dreams. In this case, taking a literary approach
towards ancient dream narratives is perhaps a simpler endeavour than it is with allegory. For
apart from the fact that ancient authors have made profuse use of dreams in their narratives
before Zosimus’ time, there was also some dream theorisation in antiquity (see section 4.2
below). Allegorical interpretations of dreams can also be found within literary texts from as
early as Homer. In short, even though Zosimus as a dreamer is one step ahead of Jacob in
considering his dream allegorical, Zosimus as a writer is far from being inventive in
exploiting the allure of a dream with hidden meanings.

Yet there is something quite distinctive about the way in which Zosimus carries out
his own exploitation of this resource, one that can be well illustrated by means of comparison
with an allegorical interpretation from the Odyssey. In Book 19, Penelope confides in a
beggar who she does not yet know is her husband Odysseus in disguise, but whom she began
to trust after asking a series of questions. She asks the beggar to listen to and interpret her
dream (AL’ dye pot tov dvepov vdkpvar Kai drovcsov, Od. 19.535), according to which
Penelope gladly watches the twenty geese she has in her house, until a great eagle comes
down from the mountain, breaks all their necks and kills them (Od. 19. 536-543). Then the

eagle, with the voice of a mortal man, tells Penelope:
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‘Bapoet, Tkapiov kovpn ThAekiertoio:
00K Ovap, GAL" Dmap €60AGV, 6 Tol TeETEAEGUEVOY EGTL.
XTVES HEV pvNoTipES, €Y® O TOl QUETOC OPVIG

na Tépog, vOv avte 1€0g TOG1g eidAovda,
0¢ Mol LyNoTiPoV GEIKEN TOTUOV EQPNO®.’

Be of good cheer, daughter of far-famed Icarius; this is

no dream, but a true vision of good which, you may be sure,

will find fulfillment. The geese are the suitors, and I, that

before was the eagle, am now again come back as your

husband, who will cast an ugly doom on all the suitors. (Od. 19.546-550)%%4

Not only is the allegorical interpretation provided within the dream itself, but Odysseus also
confirms its validity in speech and deed: he tells Penelope that there is no way of interpreting
this dream by “turning it aside” some other way (00 nw¢ Eotiv vVmokpivacHat Gvelpov | GAAY
amoxAivavt’, 19.555-556), and assures her that Odysseus himself has shown her how things
turn out (19.556-557), as they indeed do in Books 20 and 21.

The impossibility of “turning” the dream in a different direction (dvewpov éAAn
amoxAivavta) — Murray interestingly translates the expression as “bend this dream aside” —
is exactly what separates Penelope’s dream and Zosimus’ malleable dreams. The
interpretation provided by the eagle/Odysseus specifies whom each character in the dream
represents, and by extension what actions they will either take or be victims of (killing and
being killed); this is then confirmed by the narrative that follows, leaving no room for the
reader to consider alternative interpretations. In the case of Zosimus, these precise
equivalences are never attained by either Zosimus’ comments or the subsequent recipe from
Memoir 10.2% When Zosimus wakes up from a dream where he sees someone holding a

large knife and another figure behind him carrying someone with their arms tied behind their

2% The translation is Murray (1919) modified.
2% As indicated above, of the three dream-narratives, only Memoir 10 is followed by a recipe.
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back (gidov... &pyxduevov katéyovia &v i xepi ovtod pdyarpav, koi dAlog omicm ovTod
eEpmV TEPIYKOVIcUEVOV Tva, Mem. 12 2.10-12), he simply says: “those occupied in these
things are the liquids of the metallic art” (oi mepi tadTd €icty Ta VYPA ThG peTaAlkiic, Mem.
12 2.20, see above). No clarification is given regarding what exact liquids these characters
represent, or to which activities the large knife and the strange disposition of the third figure
may point: the reader is left with the vastly vague tadta and in the grey area dreams often
create.

The dissimilarities do not end there, for Penelope’s dream above, Jacob’s and in fact
most ancient dream-narratives display a neatness that is notably absent from Zosimus’.
While these other dreams clearly have a beginning, a middle, and an end, and their characters
are easily distinguishable, Zosimus’ dreams are repetitive and the lines between their
characters are often blurred. This is noticeable from the opening scene of Memoir 10, as the
sacrificing priest (iepovpyodc, 2.17) Zosimus sees standing on top of the phial-altar is easily
confused with lon, the priest (iepgbg, 2.28) of the innermost sanctuaries who is inside the
phial-altar. This has created a need for Mertens (1995, p. 216 n. 8) to write a footnote to
avoid the confusion which nonetheless carries through throughout dreams: in another dream
from Memoir 10, Zosimus sees a copper man who is then identified with lon (Memoir 10
3.70-73); in another dream from Memoir 11, the homunculus wearing a red robe is identified
with the copper man (Mem. 11 1.20-22).

This striking feature has led Jung, the founder of analytical psychology, to challenge

the possibility of an allegory altogether:

Although it looks as if this were a series of visions following one after the other, the frequent
repetitions and striking similarities suggest rather that it was essentially a single vision which
is presented as a set of variations on themes it contains. Psychologically at least, there is no
ground for supposing that it is an allegorical invention. Its salient features seem to indicate
that for Zosimos it was a highly significant experience which he wished to communicate to
others. Although alchemical literature contains a number of allegories which without doubt
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are merely didactic fables and are not based on direct experience, the vision of Zosimus may
well have been an actual happening. (Jung, 1967, p. 66)

It is not possible to know for a fact whether Zosimus’ dreams come from a genuine
experience or not. However, assuming that the present discussion demonstrates that enough
literary artifice has gone into them, Jung’s point becomes all the more interesting. For
reproducing the messiness and repetitiveness that is typical of real dreams (or maintaining
them, in case they were real) makes Zosimus’ own dreams seem more convincingly genuine
than most dream narratives that survive up to his date, leading readers to consider their
legitimacy as possible up to modern times. In fact, this literary achievement, alongside the
blurring of the lines between his sleeping visions and his waking instructions (see the
parallels between the violence done to the priest and the violence to be done to the snake
above), brings Zosimus closer to the avant-garde modern surrealists than to the allegorists
emerging in his own time. Zosimus’ innovative approach to dreams is deeply
underappreciated by approaches that try to ‘decode’ them into an orderly, sequential
description of a technical or spiritual transformation.

Finally, beyond the literary distinction Memoirs 10-12 achieve by their way of
making artful use of, on the one hand, language and their readers (as is typical of allegory),
and, on the other hand, the tumultuous and muddled reality of actual dreams, they also
complement some features of Zosimus’ writing identified in the much more sober On the
Letter Omega (see Chapter III). Dufault (2015, p. 243) claims that “if Zosimus sometimes
felt the need to write allegorically rather than technically, it is probably because he thought
that he could not make truth-claims”. I would make a slight change in this statement and say
that, at large, making truth-claims was not in Zosimus’ interest. Despite Zosimus’ attack on
certain magical practices in Omega, his approach there has proven to be overtly eclectic and

capable of accommodating readers from different cultural backgrounds. Hence the open-
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endedness of his allegories conveniently fit Zosimus’ persona as an aggregative, non-
dogmatic type. Neither in Omega nor in Memoirs 10-12 is Zosimus particularly forceful
about what readers should make of his claims, and no single, definite interpretation can be
made dominant. One could even argue that the first human, who is also Thoth, Adam, and
Prometheus/Epimetheus, and the copper man, who is also lon, the red-robed homunculus,
and Agathodaimon, are two sides of the same unmarked coin: the promotion of a common

currency that could easily circulate across and be stamped by different readers and cultures.

(iii) Close reading

Memoir 10 (1.1-6) begins with the same disjointed, list-like style as the beginning of Omega.
Zosimus lists a number of expressions that seem to point to phenomena that arise from
alchemical practice: position/resting/placing of waters (8éo1g vddtwv), movement (kivnoig),
growth (abdénoig), disembodiment (dmocoudtwolg), embodiment (émocopdtnoig),
separation of spirit from body (édmooroouog Tvedbpatog dmd couatog), and conjunction of
spirit with body (cOvdeopog mvedpatog petd copatog). Mertens (1995, p. 34 n. 1)
convincingly proposes that the first three stages (6¢o1g, xivnoig, and adénoic) refer to what
happens when a liquid is heated up in a container.?%® Zosimus matter-of-factly says that all
phenomena listed so far are not from natures foreign or imported (0¥ Eévav 1| énelcdkTmv
evoemv), but rather nature itself, which is uniform (novoednc pvoic) and possesses the solid
parts of the metals and the liquid extracts of the plants (kéxmtot té te oTEPEdSTPOAKD TOV
peTaA @V Kol T Hypodpva Tdv Potavdv) — the confidence of the statement hardly matches

its obscurity.

2% “Dabord immobile, le liquide se met alors a s’agiter, puis bouillonne en augmentant de volume” (1995, p.
34n.1).
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As previously mentioned, the lines that follow (Mem. 10 1.7-16) have a few
discrepancies among manuscripts and have led Mertens to edit them in two separate versions
(1995, p. 35). The differences probably arise from a corruption of the passage that predates
the manuscripts in question and the passage’s unusual vocabulary (the latter may even be a
collateral effect of the former). The first half of both versions roughly convey the same idea
of unity prevailing over multiplicity. Version ‘a’ says that this abounding diversity of
everything and the search are figured in this uniformity of multiple colours (v To0t® T@®
LOVOELSET T® TOALYPOLI® oynuatiletal 1) ToD TavTOC TOAVVAIKTOG TaUTOIKIALY Kol (HTNolg,
Mem. 10 1.7-11a): both moivviiktoc®®” and mapmoucidio. do not seem to be attested
elsewhere, and moAbypwpog is rare. Version ‘b’ says that the need to have a discussion on
all things and the manifold search are preserved in this uniformity and multicoloured form
(kai &v T00T® T@ LOVOELSET Kol TOAYPDOU® GYNUATL GOLETOL T} TAOV TAVI®V TOADAEKTOG KOl
ropmoikihog {Rnoig, Mem. 10 1.7-11b): moiviextog is the only hapax in this case.?%

The second half develops the idea with fewer variations between versions, but poses

challenges of its own:

60ev kal oeinvialopévng Tiig eVoE®MS TA UETP® T@ YPOVIKD VTToPfdAdetl (Vrofdiieton ‘b”)
TV MEW Kol TV odénoty S’ fig vopevyel (inmevet ‘b’)?*° 1y pvoic. (Mem. 10 1.11-16a)3®

Whence, as nature is subject to the moon in chronological measures, [the search] lays as a
foundation (appropriates ‘b’) the waning and waxing through which nature withdraws (rides

b).

297 Prof. Hutchinson suggests that moAvoAtktog may be an error for molvéliktoc, “much-twisting, with many
twists and turns”.

2% moAvrektog could also be an error for molvéliktog (see n. 297 above).

299 The variation vrogevyet and innevel seems to suggest that one of the scribes’ mistakes comes from phonetic
confusion, as these words have very different meanings, and may indicate that the corruption precedes the
versions preserved by the extant manuscripts.

300 This passage is evidently incomplete. Prof. Hutchinson suggests that vmogevyet might be caused by thv
M&w (“through which nature withdraws”) and that there might be a missing kai and a verb caused by v
abv&now. The translation above tries to convey the most reasonable solution to the text we have.
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If the term abénoig in Mem. 10 1.1 seemed to refer to the dilation of a liquid when heated
up, here it seems to refer to the waxing phase of the moon: one can see the tendency to use
the same word in the same writing for very different purposes already spotted in Omega (see
Chapter 111). Mertens plausibly suggests that the formerly mentioned “search” ({foig) is
the implied subject of the sentence, but the precise meaning of the search Zosimus refers to

is nearly as unclear as that of his neologisms.

Having said these things, Zosimus falls asleep (kai tadta Aakdv drekoyundny, 2.17).
It seems that, to an extent, Zosimus’ inarticulate statements from above reflect the
alchemist’s semi-awake, mumbling state, and that his comment about the moon subtly
contributes to a nocturnal, ‘bedtime’ setting. This shift makes the reader revisit how the text
had been interpreted before as their reading progresses— a phenomenon mentioned above
that is going to happen a number of times in Memoirs 10-12. Zosimus’ first dream is as

follows:

Kol 0p® igpovpydV Tva, E6TdTa EPnpochey Lod Endve Popod erarocdodc. EvBa dekamévte
KMpakag ©pog avapacty eixev 6 avtdg Poudc: EvOa O iepedg Totato. kol poviig dvomdey
fiKovoo AEYoUonG Mol “TEMAPOKO TO KOTIEVOL PE TAVTOG TOUC OEKAMEVTE CKOTOPEYYELG
KAPOKOG Kol AVIEVOL LE TAG QOTOAAUTEIS KAIpaKaG. Kol £GTL Kol O iepovpydv KovovupydV
pe amofaAlopevog TV 100 oOUOTOG ToOTNTA: Kol €5 AvAaykng iepatevoOpnevog Tvedua
TEAODUOL”. KO AKOVGOG THG @mVTG a0ToD &V T® PLOAOPOUG E6TATOC, NPOTOLY Habelv Tap’
adTod Tig Vmapyel 0 O& ioyvoP®VMG ATEKPivaTo Lot AEy@v: “€yd el 6 Idv, 0 iepebe TV
advtov, Kol Biav dpdpntov drouéve”. (Mem. 10 2.17-29)

And | see a sacrificing priest in front of me on top of an altar in the shape of a jar. There, the
same altar had fifteen stairs going up. There the priest stood. And | heard a voice coming
from above saying to me: “I have fulfilled my going down the fifteen darkly-glimmering
steps and my going up the steps blazing with light. And the sacrificing priest is creating me
anew by throwing away the thickness of the body and, being a priest by necessity, 1 am
finally made spirit.” And having listened to the voice of the one standing in the phial-altar,
I begged to learn from him who he was. And he answered with a weak voice, saying: “I am
lon, the priest of the innermost sanctuaries, and | am suffering an unendurable act of
violence.”
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Zosimus’ dream has more than enough confusion to sound like an actual dream. Firstly, the
phial-altar is an example of a common phenomenon in dreams (called “disjunctive
cognition”) whereby the dreamer sees an object/subject that is between two
objects/subjects.®* The puzzling image is complemented by the fact that the jar-altar has
fifteen ladders. The implausibility of the idea has prompted Mertens (1995, p. 216 n. 7) to
suggest that by kAhipokog Zosimus meant “steps” rather than “ladders”, yet the jar-altar — as
well as the description of its stairs with the paradoxical adjective “dark-glimmering”
(oxoto@eyyeic) — seems to be preparing the reader precisely for the bizarre. Secondly,
another disorienting yet common dream trait that features here is the lack of a clear
distinction between characters. Zosimus introduces a sacrificing priest standing on top of
the altar (iepovpyov tva Eéotdrta... Endve Popod, 2.17-18) and another figure standing in
the altar (év 1® @lohoPoud £ot®droc, 2.26) who then presents himself as a priest (£yo eipt...
0 iepede, 2.28-29). The similarity of the vocabulary with which the characters are described
makes the separation between the two extremely difficult (see subsection above), and nearly
impossible in the phrase &vOa 6 iepevg iotarto (2.20; does &vOa refer to the top of the altar or
its interior?). In short, Zosimus’ opening scene is quite a realistic depiction of a dream in
how it embraces its characteristic muddled absurdity — even if it narrates a genuine dream,
Zosimus handles language in a very artful way in order to capture the disorientation of an
essentially visual experience in writing.

lon then proceeds to describe the unendurable act of violence he underwent:

“NAOE yap TIc TEPL TOV dPBpOV Spopaing kai £xepdoatd e payaipa SIEAOVY e, S1ucTacac
KOTO GUVTOOLY OPUOVING Kol ATOdEPUATMCOC TACAV TNV KEPOANV Hov Td Eipel T@ VT ovTOD
KPOTOVUEV®. TA 00TEN TG oapEly cuvEmAeEey, Kal T® TVpl TG O10 XEPOG KATEKAEV EMG AV
guabov petocopoTodpevog mvedpa yevésBat. kKai abtn pov €otv 1 deopnTog Pla”. Kol dg

301 The hypothesis put forward by Blechner (2013, p. 169) to explain this phenomenon is that “wherever
disjunctive cognitions occur, the two aspects of cognition that are disjunctive are handled in different brain
systems where mutual integration is suppressed or shifted during sleep”.
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&1l TadTé pot Sieréyeto kai dEeProlopmy avtov eig T Aéyewv, domep oipa yeyovacw ol
opBoApol avTod Kol HUECEV TTAGOC TAG GAPKOC 0vTOD. Kol €dov adTOV (G TovvVAvTioV
avBpomdaplov koAoBov kal Toig 050DGV £0VTOD £0VTOV LOCOMUEVOV KOl GUUTITTOVTO. Kol

[T e

@oPndeic Swrvictny koi &vebopndnv: “pr obtwg apd éotv 1| 1OV VTV 001G, Kol
£80E0%% meibety £ovTov vevonkévar kodde. (Mem. 10 2.29-43)

“For someone came running around dawn and conquered me by tearing me apart with a
knife, breaking me apart according to the tension of my joints, and skinned all my head with
the sword he held. He interwove my bones with my flesh and burned me with the fire in his
hand until I learnt, by a change of body, to become spirit. And this is the unendurable act of
violence I experienced.” And as he was still saying these things to me and I was pressing
him into speaking, his eyes became like blood and he threw up all his flesh. And I saw him
contrariwise as a mutilated homunculus, and he was chewing himself with his own teeth and
collapsing. And feeling terrified I woke up and thought to myself: “Isn’t the position of the
waters this way?” And I seemed to persuade myself that | had understood well.

Zosimus here exploits the duality of the corporeal and the incorporeal in a much more
colourful, literary way than he does in Omega. The passage implies the liberation of the
inner man from the outer man by using the same alchemical image of separation between
bodily/solid (c®uow) and spiritual/gaseous (mvedpa).3®® The main difference is that while
Omega describes this process in a more intellectual, self-reflective way (there, the spiritual
man manages to leave the body by means of self-knowledge, Omega 7), Memoir 10 offers
a visceral, upsetting version of the experience: it is no surprise that the agonising action of
fire is absent from the former and present in the latter. The approach of the same general
doctrine plays to the strengths of each medium of presentation: in the expository treatise it
is sober and moderate, in the visual dream narrative it is graphic and spectacular.

As Zosimus wakes up, he asks himself whether the dream is equivalent to a technical
procedure which turns out to be the first one he mentioned before falling asleep (see 6éo1g

vodtwv, Mem. 10 1.1), one which is closely followed by the separation of the spirit from the

302 The use of £60&a following Zosimus’ dream is suggestive, as it can also mean “I had a dream, a vision”: it
is the language of (dream) revelation to be discussed in the following section. Beneath the most logical
interpretation (“I seemed to persuade myself that [ had understood well””) used in the translation above, could
there be a suggestion that the dream itself expresses Zosimus’ understanding? On £60&a specifically, see n.
339 below.

308 Cf. CMA 2:159 and Philonenko (1992, pp. 654-655).
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body (dmoonacpog Tvedbpotog and codpotog, Mem. 10 1.2-3). However, as discussed in the
previous subsection, it is extremely difficult to get anything more substantial out of a
polysemous term like 0éo1c from such a strange narrative. While one is given enough to
grasp that the spiritual transformation of the priest is parallel to some chemical
transformation, there is not enough information for a thorough understanding of either the
technical procedures or the spiritual transformation that takes place. In fact, Zosimus himself
is hesitant about his interpretation and has to persuade himself that he understood well. As
neither alchemical nor spiritual knowledge is put forward in full, the reader is somewhat left
in limbo.

Given that Zosimus often adopts ‘descriptive language’ (Pinkster, 2005, p. 240)
typical of technical literature (see Harris-McCoy, 2012, p. 11) and has opted for the more
lucid format of the treatise elsewhere, the choice of this abstruse form of expression (the
detailed interpretation of which is withheld) hardly seems pointless. Different types of text
serve different purposes that go far beyond containing information, and in the case of
Memoir 10, its lack of full disclosure combined with such provocative imagery can be either
arresting or repellent to the reader. In any case, it has the force to drag the reader away from
a passive state of mere receptacle for information into one of active engagement with the
text, of search for its value or lack thereof.

As Zosimus falls asleep once more (kai maAwv dmekowunOnyv), the reader is given hope

that the coming dream might clarify the first one:

Kol €100V TOV adTOV QrodoPopdy Kol émdve Bmp koyAdlov Kai ToADY Aadv &ig adTOV
dmelpov dvta. kol ovk NV TIC Tva EpwTiom avtov EEm oD Popod. kol dvépyopat &mi O

i8éc0a1 TV B0 gig TOV Popdv Kol 0pd memoMmuévov Evpovpyovi?® avlpondapiov Adyovtd

304 Mertens (1995, p. 220 n. 21) observes that Evpovpydg is a hapax and explains: “les mots en -ovpydc, lorsque
le premier terme du composé est un nom d’objet ou matiére, désignent la personne qui fabrique cet objet ou
qui travaille cette matiére (...). Evpovpydg peut donc signifier soit « fabricant de rasoirs », soit « personne qui
travaille avec un rasoir », c’est-a-dire « barbier », tandis que Enpovpydg doit s’appliquer a une « personne qui
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pot “ti okomelc,” Kol dmekpvépuny avtd 6tt Bavpdalm tod Bdatog TOv Ppacuov Koi TdV
avBpoOT®V cuyKaopéveoy Kol (Ovtov. Kol arekpivatd pot Aéyov: “adtn 1 0éa fiv opdc
£16080¢ dottv koi £080g kol petaforny”. €mmpdtnca ovv adTov TA- “moio petafodn;”.
Kol dmekpivatd pot AEymv: “TOmog AoKNGEWMS TG Aeyouévng Tapiyeiog ol yap 0éhovieg
&vOpwmot apetiic TuyElv Ode eicépyovTal Kai yivovTol mvedoTa GLYOVTEC TO oOUA”. EAEYOV
oV odT@ “xoi oV mvedpo &1y, kol Gmekpivatd pot Ayove “koil mvedpo kol UAAE
nvevpdtov’. (Mem. 10 3.44-59)

And | saw the same jar-altar, and on its upper part boiling water, and multiple people inside
it — they were countless. And there was no one there | could question outside the altar. And
I go up into the altar to see the sight and | see a grey-haired homunculus with a razor saying
to me: “what are your thoughts”? And I answered to him that [ was amazed at the boiling up
of the water and of the people burning up while remaining alive. And he replied to me by
saying: “The sight that you see is the entrance and the exit and the change”. I then inquired
of him again: “What change?”. And he replied to me saying: “[this is the] place of the
practice called preserving. For the people who want to attain excellence come in here and
become spirits, having escaped the body”. And I said: “and you are a spirit?”. And he replied
to me saying: “both a spirit and a guardian of spirits”.

The reappearance of the phial-altar and the motif of leaving the body to become spirit
suggests a sense of continuity or at least of connection between Zosimus’ two dreams. The
fact that the phial-altar is filled with boiling water reinforces the proposition of Mertens
(1995, p. 34 n. 1) that 0éo1g could mean “resting”: the waters would be immobile in the first
dream, and the action of fire sets them in motion and makes them dilate in the second one
(0¢o1¢, Kivnotlg, adénoic; see Mem. 10 1.1 above). Yet this dream is no less absurd than the
first in that it fits countless people into one single phial, accompanied by the also curious
figure of a homunculus with a razor. Despite being confronted with such an outrageous
spectacle, Zosimus maintains an investigative posture in an attempt to rationally understand
what he sees. Funnily enough, the behaviour is reciprocated by the otherworldly
homunculus, and their cross-questioning has a slight philosophical flavour. Still, Zosimus
struggles to grasp yet another paradox he faces, namely that the people burn up in the altar

and still manage to remain alive. The homunculus’s reply is not particularly helpful: his

travaille dans le sec ». Comme il n’est pas question dans le reste du texte de travailler sur des matiéres séches,
j’ai opté pour Eupovpydg, que j’ai traduit « manipulant un rasoir » afin de préserver I’ambiguité du terme”. My
translation follows Mertens’s.
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aphoristic description of the sight (“the entrance, the exit and the change”, €{c0d06c... kol
£€Eodog Kai petafoln) is as earnest as it is fuzzy.

As Zosimus presses the homunculus to clarify what is meant by petafolir|, the
homunculus adopts more technical language and says that that is the place of the practice
called “preserving” (tapiyeia) — an idea which, in the context of “change”, sounds (again)
paradoxical at first. While taptyeio may refer to ‘pickling’ or ‘salting’ (and salt does appear
in the recipe at the end of Memoir 10), the fact that the practice is associated with the people
leaving their bodies has led Grimes (2018, p. 137) to associate the term with the preservation

of dead bodies. This might be reinforced by the way in which the dream unfolds:

Kol €v T@ OpAely Ui Tadta kol tpootifepévon 1o Ppacod kal tod Aaod d0AoAv{ovTOoC,
gldov &vOpaomov yaAkodv déAtov poAvPdivny katéyovta &v i yeipi avtod- koi EEeiney T
eVl PAéToV TV déXTOoV: “T01G £V TAig KOAGGEGL Mo Emtpénm kabesbijvar kai EkacTov
&v T xepi avtod AaPeiv éATov poAvPoivny kol xeipl ypdpew Kol Tag dyelg (Exetv) dvo kol
TO OTOUOTO, VUV AVEDYUHEVO EOC GV avENom 1 STAELAT DUV, kol T AOY® TO Epyov
nkoAovbel. kai Aéyel pot 6 oikodeomdg “E0edpnoac, EE€tevag TOV owyEva 6oV dve Kol
£10e¢ 10 mpoyBéV”. kai elmov 811 €100V Kkoi Aéyel pot 8Tt TodToV OV £18eG YakkdvOpmmoV Kol
6 1diag chprag Eepodvta, 00ToC doTtv O EEpoVPY®V Ko iepovpyoduevog, kai odTd 8560
1N é€ovoia 10D BdaTog TovToL Kal TdV Twpovuévev. (Mem. 10 3.59-73)

And as we spoke these things to one another and the boiling up increased and the people
cried aloud, 1 saw a copper man holding a lead tablet in his hand. He declared out loud*® as
he looked at the tablet: “I command everyone in the punishments to sit and each to take a
lead tablet in their hand, write and hold your eyes up and mouths open until your uvulas
have grown”. And the work followed the word. And the master of the house says to me:
“you contemplated, you stretched out your neck upwards and you saw the deed”. And I said
that I saw and he says to me, “The man that you saw as a copperman and vomiting his own
flesh — this man is both the sacrificing priest and the one who is sacrificed, and to him is
given the authority over this water and the ones who are punished.”

305 The passage seems to imply that the copper man spoke with a loud voice: (ueydAfi) seems like a possible
addition before tfj povij.
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Grimes unpacks the strange instructions given by the copperman by identifying some
similarities between them and elements from related Egyptian embalming and statue-

making rituals:

Embalming rituals involved an Opening of the Mouth ritual similar to the one performed on
divine statues, in which the priest spiritually animates the corpse and opens its eyes and
mouth so that it will be serviceable to the soul in the afterlife (...). The copper man in
Zosimos’s allegory alludes to these rituals when he tells the metallic people (future statues)
in the boiling waters to ‘keep their eyes upward and their mouths open until their grapes are
grown’. In the Opening of the Mouth ceremony for statues, a priest offers the statue a
container of grapes, representing the eye of Horus (...). In Zosimos’s allegory, the grapes
have not yet been grown; the eye of Horus is sometimes associated with the moon, which is
the alchemical symbol for silver and perhaps here refers to the anticipated whitening stage.
(Grimes, 2018, pp. 137-138)

While some of these associations are not particularly convincing, others might be
worth at least considering. One of them is Grimes’ interpretation of otaguAn as ‘bunch of
grapes’ rather than ‘uvula’, as it reinforces her connection between the dream imagery and
the Opening of the Mouth ritual. The connection might be valid in light of a text from the
Syriac tradition where Zosimus describes how to make and colour anthropomorphic statues
(CMA 2.224-225;3% see Grimes, 2018, p. 34), but Zosimus’ Egyptian background may not
go as far as where the evidence regarding the grapes would lead us.3%” At any rate, an
Egyptian backdrop for the imagery could also account for other oddities from both of
Zosimus’ dreams so far. Egyptian underworld narratives include decapitation and
dismemberment, as well as people being boiled alive in cauldrons (Grimes, 2018, p. 136).
Likewise, the fact that “the condemned souls in the underworld are guarded by knife-

wielding demons who stoke the fires of the cauldrons of annihilation” (ibid., p. 137)

308 For an English translation of this passage, see Hunter (2002, pp. 657-658).
307 Grimes’s hypothesis (p. 138 n. 67) relies on Lorton (1999, p. 71), who in turn refers to Otto (1960, vol. 2,
pp- 9 and 98), both of whom refer to a ritual performed in the eighteenth dynasty of the New Kingdom — far
too many centuries before Zosimus for the association to be taken for granted.
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according to some Egyptian funerary texts may be echoed in the homunculus with a razor,
who also identifies as a guardian (ibid.).3%®

As for Grimes’s more problematic associations, they at times either miss things more
immediately available in the narrative or move too far away from it. For instance, she pushes
the associative game too far in linking the otagpvAn with a supposed whitening stage, for
reasons already explained above. This conjecture also overlooks the potential pun that would
actually make Grimes’s connections with statue-making rituals more convincing and
Zosimus’ imagery more artful: ota@vAn could ambiguously refer both to ‘uvula’, as the
people have their mouths open, and ‘grapes’, as the instructions might nod to the Opening
of the Mouth ritual. The “growing” or “dilation” (av&fon) of the uvulas/grapes also echoes
the third technical term from the opening lines of Memoir 10 (ab&noig) — the same word can
now gain a ritualistic layer on top of the technical (1.1) and the lunar one (1.15).

Yet as Zosimus wakes up from these visions (kai tadta épeavtacdeic dmnvicOnv
nav, 4.74), he does not provide the reader with the satisfaction of confirming that the
dream represented adénoig or specifying its workings. Rather, after giving false hopes of
encountering a logical explanation for what he saw (“and I asked myself: what is the cause
of this vision?”, kai elmov Tpd¢ Eavtdv- Tic 1 aitia tfig dOntaciog tawg, 4.74-75), Zosimus
slips into his first paradox in a waking state by asking whether that is not the white water,
which is also yellow — the boiling, divine/sulphurous one (ur dpo 0916 6TV 10 HdWp TO
Aevkov, 10 kai EavBdv, 0 koxrdlov, 10 Ogiov; 4.76-77).3%° The anaphora of the question sets
the rhetorical tone which gets more and more expansive as Zosimus expands his own

interpretation:

308 These demons “oversee the destruction of these souls, which prepares them for the state of non-being”
(ibid.). However attractive these connections are, the following section shows that the imagery from Zosimus’
dreams also has noticeable parallels with a vision narrated by Plutarch.

309 The ambiguity of the term d8wp Ociov was often exploited by ancient alchemists (see Mertens, 1995, pp.
163-167). See n. 177 above.
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Kad MOpov &1L uEALOV KaAGG Evonca, Kol eimov Tt KaAdV 1O AEyetv Koi KaAdv TO dkoveLy,
KOAOV TO 6106val Kol KOAOV TO AapPAavely, KaAov TO TEVITELEWY Kol KAAOV TO TAOLTETY. Kol
TAOC N POOIG povOavel 0136var Kol AapPavery; didwot 6 yaAkavOpwnog kol Aappaver O
VYpOoABog. 610wot TO pétarlov Kol Aapfdverl 1 Potdvn. d1dodGy ol doTtépeg kol AapPavet
0 8vOn. didwotv 6 ovpavog kai Aappavet 1| vi. didodov ai Bpoviai Tod Ektpoyilovroc®t?
mpoc.3 kai cvpmAékovton To TavTo Kol dromAékovTal To TAvTa. Kol picyovron To mivo
kai (dmo)ouvtifevion®l? Ta mhvto. Kol KipvaTol Té TvTa Kol GmoKpvaTol T TivTa. Kol
Bpéxel Ta Tavto kol dmoPpéxet Ta mavta. Kol avOel o mhvta Kol EEavOel Ta mhvta &v TH
orrofopd. Ekactov yop pedoddm kol onNKOUATL Kol OVYKIOOUG TETPACTOL®D. 1) TOV OAmV
GUUTAOKT] Kol BTOTAOKT) Kol O G cOUVOEGHOG Gvey peBddov 0b yivetal. 1 p€B0d0g PLGIKT
€0Tv kol Quo®doa Kol Ekpuodoa kKol Tag taEec mpodoa [tfig nebodov], adbéovoa kai
AMyovoa. Koi Td TOVIO, MG £V CUVIOU®, COUPMOVE, TT] O1PECEL Kal Tf| Evaoet Th|g peboddov
unodev vmolelpeiong EkoTpEPeL TV POGLV. 1) YOP POGIS GTPEPOLEVT €IG EQVTTV GTPEPETAL.
Kol adtn éoTiv 1) TOD TaVTOg KOGLOV TRG ApeTiic VoIS Kai cvvdeopog. (Mem. 10 4.77-99)

And I discovered that | had understood better, and | said that it is good to speak and good to
listen, good to give and good to take, good to be poor and good to be rich. And how does
nature learn to give and take? The copperman gives and the liquified ore takes. The mine
gives and the pasture takes. The stars give and the flowers take. The sky gives and the earth
takes. The thunderbolts give some of the fire spinning out. And all things are interwoven
and all things are separated. All things are mixed up and all things are disaggregated. All
things are mixed and all things are unmixed. Everything makes wet and everything makes
dry. And everything blossoms and loses its bloom in the phial-altar. And each thing is
according to a method and a measure per ounce of the four elements. Without method, the
intertwining of everything and their separation and all unity does not come into being. The
method is natural and blows up and blows away watching over the ordinances, growing and
ceasing. And all things, to put it concisely, which are in harmony with the taking apart and
the turning into one without ignoring the method, transform nature. For nature, when it is
changed, is changed into itself. And this is the nature of the excellence of the whole cosmos
and what joins it together.

Through a profuse use of antithesis and anaphora showcasing “the circularity of natural
processes” (Dufault, 2015, p. 241), Zosimus moves “from specific exchange processes to
higher levels of abstraction” (ibid.). The rhetorical show climaxes with the most maximalist
image possible: the unity of the cosmos. In fact, this passage seems like a more ambitious

and elevated version of the ideas suggested in the highly convoluted Mem. 10 1.7-16 that

310 If the term as it appears in M is correct, ékxtpoyilm is a hapax (Mertens, 1995, p. 222 n. 33). Prof. Hutchinson
suggests it might be an error for éxtpoydlovrtog, “rushing out”.

311 There might be a missing xoi AapBave here.

312 suvtifevton in the manuscripts; suggestion by Prof. Hutchinson, considering the pairs of opposite verbs in
the passage (see Sext. Emp. Pyrrh. 1.212).
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precedes Zosimus’ first dream, where Zosimus talks about the unity that pervades the
multiple. Nature is here pervading opposite processes similar to the waning and waxing of
the moon nature passes through in Mem. 10 1.14-16a. It makes one wonder whether the
method mentioned above relates to the “search” mentioned in the earlier passage, or even
whether the method was the object of Zosimus’ search for understanding — the betterment
of which was provided by his dreams (udAiov koidg évonoa) and expressed through the
refinement of his writing.

The connectedness of things to which Zosimus pays tribute above also appears in
how the passage itself connects to others from Memoir 10, providing satisfying displays of
wit. The interweaving of things (cvumiéxovton ta névra, 4.85-86; 1 1@V 6Awv cvumiok,
4.91-92) is described with “the exact same textile metaphor seen in the case of the weaving
(sumploké) of Ton’s flesh and bone” (Dufault, 2015, p. 242): metaphors of interweaving are
interwoven with one another. In the second dream, lon is revealed to be the copperman (see
Mem. 10 3.70-72 above), who also features here. The statement that “the copperman gives
and the liquified ore takes” in the context of connected processes connects two terms
(yoAkavOpomoc... 6 vypdMboc) that are detachable compound words (probably) created by
Zosimus — language itself reflects the principle that all things can be interwoven and
separated, and becomes the alchemist’s second laboratory for mixtures to be created.3'®

While the above may provide some insight into the possible rationale behind
Zosimus’ dreams, a lot remains unexplained. On the one hand, the larger principle of nature
working by means of the ‘x gives and y takes’ formula brings some level of clarification
about the sacrificial imagery applied to lon/the copperman: he is here placed in the ‘giving’

category (didwot 6 yaAkavOpwmog), suggesting that the self-sacrifice may signify that “il se

313 Also interesting is the relation between the process that the copperman undergoes as a character (the
interweaving of two bodily parts — flesh and bones) and the process that forms the term describing him (the
interweaving of two linguistic parts — ‘copper’ and ‘man’). Language also mirrors craft here, too.
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dégage de lui des substances volatiles quand on le traite dans I’appareil” (Mertens, 1995, p.
222 n. 33). The ‘receiving’ category given to the “liquified ore” (Aapupdver 6 VypOAOOC)
could then refer to quicksilver “par allusion a la capacité que posséde ce métal de happer les
autres métaux pour s’amalgamer avec eux” (ibid.). On the other hand, Zosimus’ eulogy of
natural principles does not bring us fully back to the empirical world of facts. The alchemist
does not yet fully let go of allegorical and metaphorical language: the copperman is still
talked about literally as a man made of copper; the phial is still simultaneously an altar that
“blossoms and loses its bloom”. The phrase “the method is natural and blows up and blows
away...” (1 uébodoc QUK £0TV Kol PUEdcO Kol Ekpuodca) Serves the purpose of
rhetorical amplification through alliteration and repetition much better than of explaining
how the method works.

Zosimus brings his earnest tone to an abrupt stop and shifts to a conversational one.
He acknowledges both the reader and the fact that he might just have gotten a bit carried
away: “in order that | not write you too much, dear friend (...)” (kai ivo pun S16 TOAAGV GOt

YPae®, eiltate..., 5.100). The instructions to the reader that follow are baffling:

kticot 6ot vaov povorbov yipvboedi], drapactpoedi], [lpokovviciov, urnte dpynyv Exovia
unte téhog v Ti| oikodouti, mnynv o0& &ombev &yovta Voatog kabupmtdTov Kol MG
g€aotpantov NAaKoV. mepiEpyacatl 6& mohev 1| el60d0g 10D vaod, kol AafE €nt xelpdc Gov
Elpog ki obTmg (NTEL TNV €i6000V. 6TEVOGTOWOC Yap 0Ty 0 TOTOG GOV éoTiv 1 AVOIELS TG
000D kol dpakmv mapdkertor Tf] €l000®, EVAATTIOV TOV VaOV. Kol TOVTOV YEPWOCAUEVOG,
TPOTOV BVoOV Kol AmodEPLOTOGAG 0DTOV Kol Aafmv Tag odpkag adTod petd TV 06TEDV
OUEANG HEAN HEAN- Kol cuvBelg HEAOC PEAOG PETH TAV OOTEMV PO TO GTOUIOV TOD VOOD
noinoov £avtd Pactv kai avapno kol eicelbe kal ebpnoelg Ekel 10 {nTodUEVOV YpTILa. TOV
yop iepéa TOV YaAkavOpwmov, Ov Opdg &v TH Yl kabnfuevov Kol o ypfjua cvvdyovra,
gkeivov 834 ovy Opdc YoAkavOpomoV: PETEPN YOp TOD YPOUATOS TG PVGENMG KOl YEYOVEV
apyvpavipwmog: Ov uet’ dOAlyov éav Bednong, £&ig xpvodvOpwmov. (Mem. 10 5.100-118)

Build a temple for yourself that is single-stoned, white lead-looking, alabaster-looking, of
Proconnesian marble, having neither beginning or end in its structure,®*® having a source of
purest water inside and flashing solar light. Investigate thoroughly how to get to the entrance,
take a sword into your hands and thus look for the entrance. For there is a narrow place

314 Prof. Hutchinson suggests that this particle could be deleted here.
315 Mertens (1995, p. 223 n. 39) says that this phrase may mean that the temple is round: even when providing
a physical description, Zosimus means of expression is abstruse.
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where the opening of the path is, and a serpent lies at the entrance, guarding the temple. And
having overcome it, first sacrifice it, and having flayed it and taken its flesh together with
its bones, divide limb by limb. And once you have combined limb with limb together with
the bones at the temple’s mouth, make yourself a step, go up, get inside and there you will
find the searched-for thing. For the priest, the copperman, whom you see sitting at the source
and putting the thing together, you do not see him as a copperman. For he has changed his
natural colour and has become a silverman, whom after a while, if you want, you will have
as goldman.

Zosimus’ waking instructions strangely borrow from his surreal visions while asleep. While
the imagery of a dismembered and reassembled body echoes Ion’s account in the first dream,
the abstract entrance from the second dream’s mysterious aphorism (“the sight that you see
is the entrance and the exit and the change”, abtn 1 6éa fiv 0pdc €6000¢ €otv Kai ££000¢
kai petafoArny; 3.52-53) reappears here as the concrete temple entrance — once again, the
same word appears in a different context to serve a different purpose.

These parallels have led Mertens to suppose that the temple may be another way of
referring to the alchemical apparatus featuring in the first two dreams.3¢ Furthermore, the
act of violence that both lon and the serpent undergo and the fact that both are placed in a
temple context may not be the only point of connection between the figures. The following
extract of Zosimus mentioned by Mertens (1995, p. 40), presented in the manuscript as a
diagram in the round shape of an ouroboros (the serpent biting its own tail), may be an

important piece of the puzzle:

&v 10 v Kol 81 adTod TO WAV Kol €1 adTO TO TAV- Kol 1 ur| €Yot 1O TV, 0VOEV 0TIV TO
Tav.
gig £oTiv 0 8Q1g O Exwv TOV 10V petd (td) dvo cvvdéuata. (Mem. 6)

The All is one and through it is the All and into it is the All. And if it does not contain the
All, the All is nothing.
One is the serpent that has the ios after the two compounds.

316 «_’appareil alchimique — qui est trés vraisemblablement une kérotakis — est ici congu comme un vaog. Une
telle caractérisation est a rapprocher des termes empruntés au vocabulaire religieux que 1’on a rencontrés dans
le récit des songes ; on se souviendra en particulier qu’Ion, enfermé dans 1’appareil, était appelé « prétre des
endroits inaccessibles » (. 29)” (Mertens, 1995, p. 223 n. 39).
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The fact that this passage refers to the serpent as d¢1c rather than the Memoir 10 term dpdxmv
is no impediment for connecting the passages, as both terms are used interchangeably.3'” In
her commentary to Memoir 6 above, Mertens (1995, p. 183) argues that the use of i6¢ here
constitutes wordplay as it means both venom and rust/verdigris. More significantly, in
alchemical texts i6c often refers to “an enigmatic substance that plays a role in
transmutation” (ibid., p. 36). lon’s name, thus, might hint at his connection with the serpent
after Zosimus’ second dream through wordplay on the word for venom and the participle of
i6w (referring to the process of making 16¢ — ibid., p. 36) — even though scholars struggle to
know more about i6g other than the fact that it was instrumental.®*® Furthermore, the
connection between the ouroboros and the serpent from Memoir 10 gets reinforced if
Mertens is correct in supposing that the temple Zosimus describes is round (see n. 315
above).

There might be yet another layer to these considerations about lon and the serpent,
albeit a more conjectural one. ‘lon’ was also the name of the treasurer and chamberlain of
Apollo’s temple in Euripides’ 1on3!® and, as also seems to be the case with Zosimus’ Ton,
this name derives from wordplay. The character is named this way because lon was the first
person Xuthus saw when he left the innermost temple ("Iova & ovoudlm o€ T Toyn Tpémov,
| 6000veK” advTmV £€10vTL pot Bgod | xvog cuvijyog tpdrtoc, lon 661-663) — the name is

then the participial form of i, ‘I go’. The play also abounds in serpent imagery: in the

817 E.g. in the Epidaurian Records (o 113-116 and B 70-78) and in Euripides’ lon (23-25).

318 Zosimus says that “one who makes ios knows what one is doing, and one who does not make ios does
nothing” (6 yap 1OV To1GV 01de Ti TOtET, Kai 6 pry To1dV 1dv o0dEv motel, Mem. 9 3.62-63). See summary on i6¢
and iwo1g in Mertens (1995, pp. 183-184).

319 Plays by Euripides are found among the Oxyrhynchus papyri, among which the tragedian is the fourth or
fifth most represented author (Donovan, 1969, p. 6); nevernetheless, no remnants of lon seem to have survived
(ibid., pp. 5 and 93). As Chapter 1l has shown, Zosimus is no stranger to Greek literature, making mention of
both Homer and Hesiod in Omega.
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opening speech, Hermes says that, as Creusa reluctantly abandoned her son lon (offspring
of a rape by Apollo),3?° she left the baby with a protective adornment that consisted of two
snakes made of beaten gold (lon 20-26); towards the end of the play, we learn from Creusa
herself that the warp she made for the then new-born lon had a Gorgon design (T'opy® pév
&v uéootov nrpiog mémidv, lon 1421) and was fringed with snakes (kekpaomédwton 6
dpeotv aiyidog tpomov, lon 1423); allusions to the snake-like creatures Hydra (lon 91-92)
and Cecrops (lon 1163-1164) are also made.

One could add a few more parallels between the tragedy and Zosimus’ narrative.
Apollo asked Hermes to leave lon at the entrance of his temple (kai &g Tpog avtaic eicdd01C
dopwv gudv, lon 34), the exact place where the serpent is in Zosimus’ dream. Both
Euripides’ Ion and Zosimus’ serpent have a protective duty towards their respective temples
(xpvoogourag, lon 55; puidrteov, Mem. 10 5.108). The lons from both texts have storylines
fraught with the tension of life and death pervaded by serpent themes. The lon in the tragedy
is nearly killed by his mother Creusa with one of the two drops of blood from the Gorgon
she possesses: one nourishes life (vooovg ameipyet kol tpopag €xet Biov, lon 1013) and the
other one Kills, being the venom of the Gorgon’s snakes (kt&ivel, dpakOvimv i0¢ OV TAV
Topyévog, lon 1015). The lon in Zosimus’ dream narrative undergoes physical death that
teaches him to leave the body and live as spirit, the means of whose bodily death is paralleled
to that of the serpent.

For all these interesting parallels with Euripides’ lon, Zosimus’ passage remains
quite distinctive, and its linguistic fabric interweaves with other peculiar traits from Memoir
10 even more than first appears. Here Zosimus once more displays his appreciation for

compound words (povogdng, erarofwopos, and yaikdvOpwrog above) when describing the

320 Similarly to the instructions given to the reader in Memoir 10, Apollo has to commit an act of violence
towards a serpent after building a temple (see the Homeric Hymn to Apollo, esp. 247-374).

229



temple: the only non-compound adjective attributed to it is IIpokovvioiog (5.101-102). The
very image of the serpent’s limbs being separated (01€Ang uéin péin, 5.110) and then
combined (cvvOeic péhog pnérog, 5.111) seems in dialogue not only with the alchemical
operations of separating substances and bringing them together, but also with Zosimus’
linguistic process of bringing separate words together.3?! Referring to the entrance of the
temple as its “mouth” (10 otoéov tod vaod, 5.111-112) echoes those in the punishments
inside the phial in Zosimus’ second dream, who were instructed to open their mouths (3.66
— yet another instance of similar or identical words reoccurring with a different meaning);
the term can also mean the mouth of a vessel (LSJ), which reinforces the parallels between
the temple and the alchemical apparatus referred to as the phial-altar (see n. 316 above). In
short, the ways of entering the text are many, and it is up to the reader to make the access
step for themselves (moincov €avt@ Paowv) in order to enter and find “the searched-for thing”
(loeABe kai evpNoelg EKel TO {nTodueVoY YpTjLL).

Zosimus then adopts an explanatory attitude towards all the curious narrative

presented so far:

T00T0 10 TPooipdy oty €lcodoc tol avoiyeobai col to mapaxdTm Gvon Adyov: Kol
{ntoelg dpetdv kol copiag Kol epovioems, kol vod doypata, kol pébodot dpactikai, Kol
OTOKOADYELS KEKPLUUEVOY PHCEDV €I QUVEPOV YIVOUEVOV: Kol TO iy O Thg GpeTiic
pebodevet ypovog. (Mem. 10 6.119-124)

This proem is an entrance of your opening up the flowers of words below, and searches of
excellences, of wisdom and thought, and principles from the intellect, and active methods,
and revelations of hidden words that come into light. And the time of excellence treats the
all by method.

321 Earlier in the text, Zosimus speaks first of an altar in the shape of a phial (Bopod gralogidodg, 2.18), which
then is referred to as the phial-altar (¢v 1@ owohofoud, 2.26); likewise, he first talks of a coppered man
(tvOpwmov yarkodv, 3.61) who he then refers to as the copperman (yoAxavOpwomov, 3.70): the process of
separate things becoming one features in the linguistic form itself.
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For the third time in the text, Zosimus re-signifies the word “entrance” (¢icodog) and this
time describes his own composition as an entrance: that may have been the exact moment
when one of the hidden words has come into the light. It also seems that what has been read
so far cannot be fully understood because it is not meant to be fully understood: this is only
the doorway, and what lies beyond it is not yet to be given away entirely. The images from
before are “searches of excellences” (see {ntoeig apet®dv above — note the echo of the
excellence-searching people in the punishments in Zosimus second dream, 3.55-56), and
their effect is precisely placing the reader in a searching mood. The use of the plural in this
phrase seems to acknowledge the array of possibilities the text opens up for the reader to
undertake through “active methods” (uébodot dpaoctikai) that are intellectual before they
become practical.

Zosimus then turns the biggest aphorism of alchemy into a question (“and what is
‘Nature conquering natures?’”, kai i éoTv Vik®oa @Uo1g T0¢ evoelg, 6.124). His answer
once more echoes what has come before. Nature is accomplished (dmoteAeiton — just as lon
says he is accomplished as spirit in the first dream: mvedpo tedodpon, 2.25) and becomes
dizzy and is pressed into the search (kai arotekeiton kol yiverot iAryyidoa koi ékOABouévn
pog v (Rotv, 6.125-126): Nature almost sounds like a person. What follows indeed
creates an affinity between Nature and what lon and the people in the punishments undergo
as living beings of flesh and bone. She eats up the particular matter of the species (tnv
oikeiov DAnv 100 €idovg koteobiel, 6.127-128), which is somewhat reminiscent of lon
chewing himself with his own teeth (see 2.40 above). She thinks she is dead (6vijokewv
ofeton, 6.129) and, punishing herself (diexdwknooacao £avtnv, 6.130), the suffering one

becomes lighter than usual (kovpotépa €avtiig yiverar, 6.131): the images of suffering and
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self-punishment®?? are all too familiar at this point, and one might connect the image of
nature’s lightness with Ion’s being made spirit by getting rid of “the thickness” of the body
(&moPorrdpevoc v Tod codpatog moyvnTa, 2.25).%23 Most strikingly, nature possesses a
mixture of its own limbs and the humid at the same time as the fire; and thus she is
accomplished (ui&wv &xovoa TV diov peldv... xoi telecpopeitor, 6.131-132).%%* The
parallel with lon and the serpent is blatant (teheogopeitar also has a slight echo of lon being
made spirit — rehoduat), and when applied to the more all-encompassing notion of ‘Nature’,
the image seems like a general reflection on how alchemy heats up and mixes things,
allowing images of dismemberment, reassembly, punishment, and near-death to emerge; it
describes a method (and the word occurs quite a lot in the text) applied to things in nature
in general rather than a specific procedure applied to specific ingredients.

Naturally, Zosimus proceeds to urge the reader to act upon nature. He stresses the
importance of intellectual activity and concentration during technical undertakings and
indicates how his narrative ties with the very beginning of the text by returning to the notion
of oneness prevailing over multiplicity: “having clearly altered Nature in these thoughts of
the mind, attend and consider her [i.e. Nature], who consists of many kinds of matter, as
consisting of one” (év tovt01g 101G VONUaGL TOD VOO Gop®DG EKGTPEYNS THV POGLY EmioTnO
Kad TV ToADAOV B¢ povodrov Aoyilov, 7.133-134 — see Mem. 10 1-2 above).32° Again, the
use of compound words (moAvirov...povoéviov) could be seen as a linguistic mirror of the

technical rationale of aiming for unity in the midst of plurality. Zosimus also adds that the

322 The dream-narrative does not say explicitly that the people in the phial-altar are punishing themselves, but
as they enter it willingly because they desire excellence (oi yap 0éhovieg évOpomol dpetiic Tuyely Mde
gioépyovtoar, 3.55-56), the punishment is self-imposed.

323 The passage also has a clause that seems incomplete and corrupt, according to which Nature thinks to be
dead whenever, speaking a barbaric language, she imitates something Jewish (8tav Bappapilovca pupfton
olov iovdaiknyv T&yovroct, 6.129-130) — Mertens (1995, pp. 41 & 224 n. 46) suggests “the Jewish accent”.
Saffrey (in Viano, 2005, pp. 109-111) proposes the adverb axovtog instead of the participle &yovtog. Despite
its incompleteness, the passage also contributes to the personification of Nature.

324 One sees the influence of Aristotelean nomenclature on alchemy (Mertens, 1995, pp. 224-225 n. 46) — see
Introduction.

325 See Viano (2005, p. 101).
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reader, very much like himself, should never speak clearly about such excellence to anyone,
lest they destroy themselves through speaking (undevi capdc kotdreye TV TOLOTNYV
GPETAV..., ITOC Kol AEyov govtov avelng, 7.135-137). The statement seems to confirm
subliminally that what is important in Memoir 10 is not uttering explanations about the
excellence it conveys, but to act it out — after all, the reader is invited to replicate Zosimus’
dream upon a serpent, learn excellence silently and appreciate the spectacle that unfolds
before the reader’s/practitioner’s eyes: “for silence teaches excellence. It is beautiful to see
the change of the four metals, lead, copper, silver, tin, until they become perfect gold” (1
YO0p olOT SOACKEL TNV APETNV. KOAOV 10V TV Te00Up®V UETAAA®Y TOG UETAPOALS,
HoAOPd0oL, YahkoD, APYDPOV, KAGGITEPOL, €iC TO YevésHat TédeloV ypuody, 7.137-140). It is
a process of observation and active investigation, not one of theorisation and explaination.
Finally, Zosimus gets into recipe mode, but still takes opportunities to echo the less
dry passages that came before. Having taken salt, the reader is to moisten the bright, “honey-
comb coloured” sulphur, bind the strength of the two, add vitriol and make vinegar out of
them (Aapav Grog, voticov Beiov o dydoilov, T knpoperéc.3? Sficov dmotépmv v ioydv,
Kol yoAkavOov peciteve, kol moinoov 6&oc €€ avtdv, 8.141-143). The binding reminds us
of the re-binding of the limbs lon, the serpent, and Nature undergo. Likewise, the way in
which these substances combined act upon the white-looking copper is described with a
language of subjugation and necessity (“and step by step, you will subdue the white-looking
lead in these by necessity”, katd Pabuov o6& €v T00T01G TOV AEVKOELDT SUUACELS YOAKOV
avaykn) which coincides with how lon, the copperman, is a priest out of necessity (&€&
avaykng iepatevopevog 2.25) and has someone subdue him (€xsipmdocatod pe, 2.30). Even the

abstract notion of “step by step” (xota faOudv) seems to echo the going down and up ladders

326 xmpouelég is yet another hapax. knpopet appears in a scholium on Theocritus (Mertens, 1995, p. 41 n. 49;
see LSJ).
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he mentioned to Zosimus. Just as the reader would first find the searched-for thing by
entering the temple and seeing the copperman turned goldman, they now find, by the action
of the three smokes (probably the three-substance evaporated vinegar), the white-looking
lead turned into “the so-called gold” (koi gbproelg... VO TaG TPEIC aibdAag EENG yivetan O
Aeyouevog ypvoog, 8.145-147). The extracting of the uniform species out of multiple ones
through subjugation has come to completion (60D kai v VAnv dapdlmv Améyelg o
LLOVOELOOV TO €K TOAGDV €10V, 8.147-148), and so has Zosimus’ composition.

The story may as well have ended there, but Memoirs 11 and 12 are obviously
connected to Memoir 10. Memoir 11 starts with Zosimus saying that only just when he had
got to the yearning for going up the seven stairs and contemplating the seven punishments,
he concluded the path of going up in “one of the days” (uoiig mote gig Embupiav EAO®V 10D
avapiicat tag Enta KAMpokag kol Oedcachot T EMTd KOAAGELS Kol 01 MG yel &v ud TV
Nuepdv fjuvooa v 680v tod dvaPivar, Mem. 11 1.1-3): the going up stairs and watching
punishments quickly bring the reader back to the phial-altar from Zosimus’ dreams in
Memoir 10. But this time the alchemist faces an additional challenge, apparently a self-
imposed one. Having completed the journey, Zosimus returned several times into the path
afterwards (he does not explain why) and, having gone back, loses the path completely
(51eMBarv & ToAMGKLg AaviABoV Emetta gig TNV 000V Kai o1 &V T® Emavépyecai e, dnéTvyov
naong 06ov, 1.4-5): his redundant means of expression seems to replicate his redundant
action of going through the path several times, causing the reader to be as lost in the text as
Zosimus is in the story. Getting into great despondency, as he could not see from where to
return, he becomes despondent (redundancy is still present) and falls asleep (év abvuiq
TOAAT YeEvOUEVOGS, UT| 106vTOog pov Tdbev aneAbeiv, dBvupodvtog 8¢ pov, Etpdmny €ig Vvov,
1.6-7). What so far seemed pretty certainly to be another one of Zosimus’ dreams actually

was not, and the reader is made to feel even more lost.
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What follows is also remarkably familiar:

Kol Bep®d Kot ToD Hrvov pov Eupovpyov Tiva AvOpmTaPIoV NUEIECUEVOV GTOATY EpLOpPaY
Kol Boothkny €o0fjta kai lotdpevov E€m TOV KOAdoewv. Kol Aéyel polr “ti mOlElC,
avOpone;”. &yd 8¢ mpog avTov Eeny: “lotopatl Ode Sti mhong 680D dcToyHcHg VIAPYW
TAOVOUEVOS”. 6 88 Aéyel pot “drkorovBet pot”. dde EERfAOoV, ikodovBovy anTd- TAnciov 68
YEVOLEVOG TV KOAAGEWY, Bemp®d TOV 0ONYoDVTA e Ekeivov Eupovpyov avBpmmaplov: Kol
1000 &vePfAnoOn &v ti] xoAdoel Koi A0V adTod TO odpa EdamaviOn VIO Tod TLPOG. DOV EYd
gEéotnV Ko £Tpopato 4md tod PoPov kol SwrvicOny koi Aéym &v Eavtd- “dpa ti £6TL TO
opopevov;”. Kol Ty dlecaenco TOv Adyov kol dtakpivov 6t 6 Eupovpyog €keivog
&vOpwmog 6 yolcdvOpomdg dotv Exwv Epudpav Ecdfita dvdedvuévog, Kol elmov: “KaAdg
gnevonca- ovToC 6TV O YUAKAVOpOToc: Sel 88 mpdTov SUPOAElv adTOV ig TaG KOAIGE”
(Mem. 11 1.7-24)

And | see in my sleep a homunculus with a razor wearing a red robe and royal clothing,
standing outside the punishments. And he says to me: “what are you doing, you there?”’. And
I said to him: “I am standing here because, having lost my way entirely, I am wandering”.
And he says to me: “Follow me”. Thus | went out, following him. Once | got near the
punishments, | see that homunculus with a razor leading me: and behold, he was thrown into
the punishment and this whole body was consumed by fire. And beholding this, | was driven
out of my senses and trembled from fear, and I was woken up and said within myself: “what
is the vision about?”. And again I made the story clear, interpreting that that man with a
razor is the copperman dressed in red clothing, and I said: “I understood well: this is the
copperman; it is necessary to first throw him into the punishments”.

Once again, Zosimus is guided through his dream (&xoloOOer poti, 0dnyodvtd) by a
homunculus with a razor while providing little guidance to the reader. One also finds a slight
change to a familiar storyline: this time there is no multitude of people in the punishments,
and it is the guide himself who (eventually) finds himself in them and has his body consumed
by the heat. Zosimus’ visceral reaction does justice to the situation and believably replicates
one waking up from a nightmare which, Memoir 10 considered, starts to look like a recurring
one. When Zosimus says that he “again” (ndAwv) clarified the story, he makes it explicit that
Memoir 11 is to be read in conjunction with Memoir 10, and his claims that his interpretation
is clarifying (diecaenooa) and that he understood well (koidg énevomoa) are indeed as

unconvincing as the ones from Memoir 10. In addition, the reader is thrown into even more
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confusion when the homunculus with the razor and the copperman, separate figures in
Memoir 10, are now one and the same.

Zosimus’s soul is again seized with a yearning to go up (the third set of stairs this
time: oA EmeBopmoev 1 yoy pov tod avaPiivor kol v tpitnv KAipoka, 2.25-26), only
to watch and confusedly commentate on another confusing vision. Getting near the
punishments one more time, he once again loses his way and becomes desperate (g
gyevouny koAdcewv mAnciov, mlAwv EmAaviOny un  €d®g TV 000V  1CTAUEVOG
amovevonuévog, 2.27-28), and again comes across an intriguing figure: “and again, in the
same way, | see a grey-haired, all-white old man to the point that my eyes were blinded from
his whiteness. His name was Agathodaimon” (xoi mdAv T® Opoi®w tpoOmw Oewpd
TEMOAMOUEVOV YNPALOV AEVKOV TTAVY BDOTE €K TNG TOAANG AeukOTNTOG 0vTOD 01 dPOHaAOL
amnpovpo®incoyv. 1o 6& dvopo avtod koreito Ayabodaipwv, 2.29-32). Zosimus makes it
clear himself that this new episode repeats many elements of his (semi-)awake state and
dream earlier in Memoir 11 (mélv t@® Opoiw tpoém®), but there is one complicating
difference. While in the first lines of Memoir 11 Zosimus’ wanderings lead the reader to
believe the alchemist is dreaming, only to find out that he is not (and as he falls asleep, he
contemplates the red-clothed homunculus — 6swpd, 1.7), now the reader is made to believe
that Zosimus is not dreaming, only to find out that he may be (when he contemplates the
white-looking man — 0swpd, 2.29):3?7 the vivid, sensory description of the encounter, which
becomes even more atmospheric as Agathodaimon turns and gazes at Zosimus for the
longest time (otpageic 6 memoMmuévog ékeivog Bempel pe €mi mieiomv dpav, 2.32-33)

contributes to a surreal, dream-like setting. It becomes progressively clearer that the reader

327 For this reason, Mertens (1995, p. 228 n. 10) believes that 1@ opoie tpéme refers back to kotd Tod Hrvov
pov (see Mem. 11 1.8 above).
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is never allowed to be fully at ease and is constantly forced to stop and revaluate their
reading.

The uneasiness persists throughout the narrative. Agathodaimon is less generous
than the red-robed homunculus, and instead of inviting Zosimus to follow him, just went his
own way (6 8¢ Tpdc ne oVK AvesTpden, GAL™ fivuoev TV 060V avTod orovdaing, 2.34-36).
Agathodaimon’s fate is nonetheless identical to the one encountered by the homunculus: he
is also thrown into the punishment (the phrasing is identical to 1.16: &vepAn0n &v tij KoAdoet,
2.38). Zosimus’ reaction, in contrast to his last dream, is less humane and somewhat out of

character:

o ovpaviov evcE®Y dnuovpyot, €00Vg Bhog V1o TG PAOYOS TVPiPAeKTOG YEyovey, OV Kai
TO dMyMua, AdeApol, EPIKTOV: €K YOp TG TOAANG Plog g KoAdoemg ol dpOaApol adTod
TANPEIC aipdTeV yeyovaoty. Exnpatoa & ALymv avtov: “ti éviadba katdkelsol,”. O 08
uoAMG avoi&ag 10 otoua avtod £en por “éyd gipt O poALPOGvOpmmog Kol Piav Vroudve
apopnTov”. Kol obTmg €K ToOALOD POPov dtwmvicny kai &v Euol TV aitiov peuvovy Tod
TPAyUoToc. Kol mIAY S1ékpva ko' £0Tov Kai lmov: “koAdg émevonoa 8Tt obtmg Sel
EkParelv TOV poAVPIOV”. [Kal dANOdG TO Opapd £otv TEpl cuvhEcems TV VYpdV]. (Mem.
11.38-50)

Oh, creators of celestial natures, he immediately got entirely burnt by the flame; even telling
of these things, brothers, is awful. From the great violence of the punishment, his eyes
became full of blood. And I inquired of him saying: “why are you lying here?”’. And only
just opening his mouth, he said to me: “I am the leadman, and | am suffering an unendurable
act of violence”. And thus I was woken up from great fear, and in myself I asked for the
reason of this affair. And | again interpreted it in myself and said: “T understood well that it

is necessary to throw the lead out thus”. [and in truth, the vision is about the resting of
waters].

Zosimus suddenly sounds like an orator and, by addressing an audience (adeiooi) and
referring to what just occurred as a “tale” (duqynua), iIs making his account appear less like
a dream. Yet the reader is confronted with the same situation that, in Memoir 10, belonged
to Ion’s fate in the realm of sleep: Agathodaimon’s eyes get filled with blood and he uses

the exact same words used by lon to describe his own violent fate (see Mem. 10 2.29).
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Seen as a whole, there is enough room for questioning the extent to which the
peculiar disorientation caused by Memoir 11 originates from Zosimus’ artfulness or erratic
scribal transmission. Regarding the exclamation “Oh, creators of celestial natures” (@
ovpoviov pvoemv dnuovpyoi), Mertens (1995, p. 45) points out that it strongly resembles
a passage from Ps.-Democritus (& ¢voeic pHcewmv dnuovpyoi, PM 15.150) in which a crowd
is also addressed with a vocative of partnership (& cvunpogijton, PM 15.155). She also
argues that the final gloss of the text (“and in truth, the vision is about the resting of waters”,
Kol aANB&dG 10 dpapd otv ept ovvBiceme TV VypdV) seems odd because there is no
mention of waters in the dream (Mertens, 1995, p. 45 n. 19), and suggests that it originally
belonged to Memoir 12 (ibid., p. 230 n. 13) and was misplaced (hence the brackets above).

Memoir 12 is approximately twice as short but just as confusing as Memoir 11. The

sense of continuity from Memoir 11 is established from the very beginning (see naAw infra):

Kol moly kotevonco tOVE Ogiov kol iepov @roloPopdv, kai €id6v Tva icpompemi
Aevkomodnpn évdedvpévov iepovpyodvta o poPepd Ekeive puoTAPLO Kol imov: “dpo. Tig
gottv 00T0¢;”. Ko dmokptdeig elmév pot- “o0To¢ 0Tty 6 iepede TV AdVTOV- 0DTOC fovieTar
aipat®ool Td copatae Kol SUpaTdoot Td doppate Kol o vevekpouéva dvaotiocor”. (Mem.
121.1.-7)

And | again perceived the divine and sacred phial-altar, and | saw a sacred person dressed
in a white robe that fell over his feet performing those terrifying mysteries and I said: “who
is this one?”. And he said to me in reply: “this is the priest of the innermost sanctuaries. He
wants to make the bodies bloody, give eyes to those who do not have them, and resuscitate
those who are dead”.

The text unsettles the reader from the start by mixing both waking and dreaming language
Zosimus has used in Memoirs 11 and 12: while the phial-altar was unambiguously a part of
Zosimus’ dream in Memoir 10, voém and compound verbs derived from it had so far been

employed only in Zosimus’ waking state (vevonkévor, Mem. 10 2.43; évomoa, Mem. 10 4.78;

328 75 in Mertens (1995) by an error of the printers.
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émevonca, Mem. 11 2.48) — the compound chosen here (kotavoéw) works cleverly in that it
can refer to mental experiences as much as visual (LSJ). The setting is probably the most
emphatically religious so far (tov 6giov kai iepov rorofoudv, ieponpemnty... iepovpyodvra,
T0... pootipue), but provides no clue as to the religious affiliation of the mysteries being
performed. Zosimus also seems to be asking about a third character not mentioned
elsewhere, yet another that borrows a theme from lon (i.e. being the priest from the
innermost sanctuaries): their very appearance is a part of the mysteries.

The little hope for clear resolution the reader may still have is not given in the last
few lines of this puzzling sequence of narratives. Zosimus surprises once more by saying
that only now he fell asleep (kai obtwg mAy necamv Ekoyundny, 2.8), thus implying that the
phial-altar was a reality. Yet the transition into dreaming is valid in that the experience gets
more bizarre: Zosimus goes up the fourth set of stairs and sees from the eastern side someone
approaching with a big knife; behind this person, someone else brings yet another person
with their arms tied behind their backs and dressed in white, and beautiful in face, whose
name is “the culmination of cinnabar” (£i80ov KaTd AvVATOAAC EPYOUEVOV KOTEXOVTO. &V Tii
YEPL aTOD payopav, kol GAAOG OTIc® adTOD PEPMV TEPYKOVICUEVOV TIVOL AEVKOPOPOV
Kai dpoiov THV Syiv oD 10 Svopa [adtod] dkakeito pecovpévicua kvvapapemc, 2.10-14).
The fact that part of the character’s name (“cinnabar”, kivvapdapewc) signals an alchemical
procedure may compel the reader to find the technical significance behind his strange
anatomy, while the more astrological connotation of “culmination” (pecovpdvicua),
alongside the previous reference to the side of the rising sun, may point to the moment in
time when the procedure should take place rather than its nature.

Neither aspect, however, is made clear by the short development of the story. The
man holding the knife simply orders Zosimus to “cut his head around, and sacrifice his

carcass bit by bit, and his flesh bit by bit so that his flesh is first boiled by means of
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instruments and then passes by the punishment” (nepitepe adTod TV KEQOANV Koi TA KpEOTOL
avTod OGOV Ava PEPOC Kol TAG GAPKOC avTOD Gva HéPOg OnmC ol GapKes oTOD TPATOV
Eymbdov dOpyoavik®dg Kai TOTe T KoAdoel mapamopevddoty, 2.15-18). What he never says
is which of the two other characters should experience this (“culmination of cinnabar” or
the man carrying him),3? but Zosimus wakes up before this information is disclosed and
concludes that “those occupied in these things are the liquids of the metallic art” (ot mepi
TodTA glowv T0 Vypa Thg petodlkiig, Mem. 12 2.20), which is not very helpful. Most
surprisingly, the man holding the knife still talks to Zosimus after the alchemist had already
woken up and says: “you have completed the descent of the seven stairs” (memAnpoxate v
Kbt énta KMpoka, 2.21-22), and “the other one” (yet again, it is not stated which of the
two) says that “with the throwing of the lead through all the liquids the craft has been
completed” (Gpa 1@ EkParelv TOVG LOAVPSOVE U VYPDOVY TAVTOV 1) TEYVN TEMANp®TAL, 2.22-
24). For all one knows, the distinction between dreaming and wakefulness in Memoirs 11
and 12 could be arbitrary. In any case, insofar as the craft is complete, so is Zosimus’ journey
(reminpoxate/merAipotor), but the reader’s is not. Very much like Zosimus in Memoir 11,
they might need to wander, go through the same path and get lost many times within the text
and, unlike Zosimus, never claim to have understood well, for the alchemist has thoroughly
followed his own precept of not speaking clearly about such excellence (Mem. 10 7.135).
Yet this is the interpretative journey any reader of Memoirs 10-12 must undertake.
While dreams and gestures towards technical interpretations are provided, the bridging
between the two is left to Zosimus but ultimately to the reader alone. Zosimus does adopt
an inquisitive attitude as his visions unfold, but he does not manifest a thirst for knowledge

and a willingness to scrutinise in the way of an Oedipus. Rather, by using verbs of asking

329 Alternatively, it could be the case that the man holding the knife orders the man carrying “culmination of
cinnabar” to cut his head, as the vagueness of avtod leaves room for interpretation.
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and observing here and there but not revealing the details of the riddling language of his
visions, he teases the readers so that they play Oedipus’ role themselves. Zosimus’ Memoir
10-12, therefore, seems less concerned with the sheer transmission of practical knowledge
and more invested in triggering a zest for or even a fear of alchemical knowledge as a whole.
Their function is to either inspire or instigate rather than instruct. The reader is given enough
to feel as if they have been given some access to this knowledge and to be curious about it,
but not too much for the sense of secrecy, and consequently their curiosity, to disappear
altogether. Left somewhere between disclosure and impenetrability, the reader is either
drawn into the text in order to bring out something hidden inside of it or forced to leave at

the entrance if too daunted by the quest.

4.2) The context

All previous chapters have demonstrated the eclectic style of the alchemical writings
investigated in the present thesis. Chapter Il is the first to contextualise this aspect in
relation to a historical author and argues that, at least in the case of Zosimus, it is possible
to associate this eclecticism not only with a stylistic preference, but also to the very
versatility of some of the collections that would have been accessible to Zosimus in Egypt
— something already signalled in the present chapter by the parallels between Zosimus’
Memoir 10 and both Jacob’s dream in Genesis and some storylines of Euripides’s lon. It is
now time to look at how this style and background manifests in a more literary side of
Zosimus than Omega allows us to see. The following contextualisation shows that, very
much like Isis to Horus, Cleopatra, and Omega, for all the mystification that arises from an

unusual mixture of elements, Zosimus’ Memoirs 10-12 have varied enough features to strike
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some as recognisable to pagan, Hermetic, Jewish and Christian readers — they have a similar
ratio of strangeness and familiarity that would have looked curiously appealing to a wide

audience.

(i) Everyday and oracular dreaming
Zosimus’ first dream in Memoir 10 presents a number of similarities to pagan accounts of
dreams from his predecessors. Like many representations of dreams in classical antiquity,
Zosimus focuses on a single dream-figure (the same happens in Memoir 11): Agamemnon
sees Nestor (Il. 2.23-34); Penelope sees her sister (Od. 4.787-841); Alcyone sees her dead
husband (Ovid Met. 11.400-750). Zosimus hears a voice (pwvig... fikovoa), something
often mentioned in other accounts of dreams (0gin...ouen, Il. 2.41; 6£0i6... addfc, Od.
4.831; povii...Bpotén, Od. 19.545; uocem, Ovid Met. 11.671).3% The first dream in Memoir
10 is suggested to be triggered by Zosimus’ thoughts and worries before falling asleep, and
such is the case of Alcyone in Ovid and Penelope both in Books 4 and 19 of the Odyssey.33!
When it comes to ancient dream theory, it is useful to turn to the most exhaustive
book on dreams in antiquity that has come down to us, namely Artemidorus’ Oneirocritica
(hereafter On., second-third century CE; see Harris-McCoy, 2012, p. 2).3%? However, it is
not Artemidorus’ meticulous categorisation of dreams that makes his work relevant for the
present contextualisation. Kenaan (2016) has demonstrated how Artemidorus himself
struggles to uphold his own strict model for categorising dream experiences, and the lack of
a consensus among ancient authors about categories in which to place dreams (see Harris-

McCoy, 2012, pp. 422-424 and Kessels, 1969) illustrates the challenges of imposing order

330 These two aspects — the singleness of the dream figure and the hearing of a voice — are mentioned by Dodds
(1951, p. 105).

331 On Homeric dreams, see Kenaan (2016).

332 For fragments of works about dreams by Artemidorus’ predecessors, see Del Corno (1969).
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to an essentially messy experience.®3 Rather, it seems more promising to observe how
Artemidorus’ articulation of the mechanisms involved in dream-making and of their
possible effects on the dreamer relates to the case of Zosimus’ dreams.

Artemidorus establishes two main categories of dreams: the évomviov and the

6vepog. Although Zosimus’ dreams in Memoirs 10-12 do not really fit into either of these

LIRS

categories, Artemidorus’ &velpog has some meaningful connections with Zosimus’ dream

experiences as he describes them:

10T YOp SVELPOC EVOTTVIOV S1apéPEL, T GUUPERNKE TA PV ETVOL GNUAVTIKD TV HEALOVI®V, T)
o0& 1@V dvtov. (...)

olov avaykn Tov &pdvta dvap Gpa Toic moudikoig eivon Sokelv kai Tov dedidta opdv & S£d1e, Kai
oAy ob TOV mEwvdvVTa &cbicly kol TOV Swydvio mivewy (...). €ott totvuv 18giv Tadta
KoBuToKEIWEVOV 1{O1 TAV TabdV 00 TPOPPNoYV EYOVTA TAV PEALOVTOV GAL DTOUVNoY TMOV
dviov.

(...) 6 & Bvelpog EvOTVIOVY TE BV EvepYel dymv glg EMioTACY TPOAYOPELGEMG TAV HEAAOVI®V,
Kol ped’ Hmvov Evepyeic Endymv Tag £yyElpNoelc EyEipely 1€ Kol Opeively TV yoyny TéQuke (...).
(On, 1.1)

For the oneiros differs from the enhypnion insofar as it is characteristic of the former to be
significant of things in the future, and of the latter to be significant of things in the present. (...)
For example, it is inevitable that, in a dream, a lover imagines that he is with his boyfriend, and
a frightened man observes the things he fears and, again, that a hungry man eats and a thirsty
man drinks (...). It is therefore possible to see that these dreams, where the passions are already
there, contain not a warning of things to come but a reminder of things that are.

(...) But the oneiros, which is also an enhypnion, operates by making us attend to a prophecy of
future events and, after sleep, it is by nature inclined to rouse and stir the soul by inciting active
undertakings.®**

Zosimus starts Memoir 10 awake by making vague statements about his technical
procedures until he finally falls asleep and sees a phial-altar: from this perspective, his

dreaming is simply a reflection of present concerns, and therefore an &vomviov.3®

333 More generally, Brelich (1966, pp. 293-294) points out that “it is not possible to talk of a general Hellenic
attitude towards dreams without differentiating among epochs, locales, and cultural or social environments”,
and that one finds different takes on the dreaming activity even within the Homeric poems.

334 Text Harris-McCoy (2012), translation Harris-McCoy (modified).

335 1t also fits Lucretius’ view of dreams merely recreating “everyday occupations that express the dreamer’s
wishes and concerns” (DRN 4.962-72; see Kenaan, 2016, p. 196 n. 17)
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Nonetheless, if we consider the fact that Zosimus wakes up twice asking himself a question
and gaining understanding (Mem. 10 2.41-43 and 4.74-78; see also Mem. 11 1.19-24 and
2.45-49; Mem. 12 2.18-20), his dreams connect to Artemidorus’ definition of an dvelpog in
that they incited “active undertakings™ after his sleep. While variations of verbs like 6p&3
and daxovw are quite frequent in Mem. 10, many others show that Zosimus is not merely a
passive spectator in his dreaming. The alchemist is insistently inquisitive about what he is
witnessing: he wants to learn (nabeiv — see On. 1.2 above) who the man on the altar is, he
presses him to speak (é&efralounv avtov &ic to Aéyety, 2.37) and is eager to ask questions
(MpodTovv; épmtom). His interlocutors also engage with Zosimus’ investigation, first asking
him what his thoughts are (i oxoneic;), and later stating that Zosimus has contemplated and
seen what has come to pass (é0sdpnoac... kai £10ec TO mporyOév).

Also relevant to Zosimus’ dreams is the fact that Artemidorus’ dveipog is the kind of

dream that may be allegorical:

£TL 1@V Oveipov ol pév giol Bempnuatikol ol 6& dAAnyopikoi. Kol Oewpnuotikol uev ot T
goant®v 0éq mpooeowkotes. (...) GAAyopikol 6& oi O GAA@V GAAa onpaivovteg,
aivicoopévng év avtoic eUoIK®G Tt [Kai] ThHe yuyts. (...)

6velpdg €0t Kivnolg §j TAAGIS YuyT|g TOAVGYNI®OV CNUAVTIKT] TAV €60UEVEOV Ayaddv T
Kak@®V. T00ToV ¢ oVT™G EYovTog, OGa eV AmoPfnoeTol xpovov petald d1eAdovTog 1 ToAloD
fi OAilyov, tadta mavia O gikdvov idiov Quo®dV TOV Kol GTOLEI®V KOAOVUEV®V
TPOAYOPELPEL N Wuyn, &v T@® peToEL ypdve vouilovso Mudg 6vvacOar Aoyoud
ddackopévoug pabeiv ta écopeva. (On. 1.2)

Moreover, within the category of oneiroi, some are ‘directly perceived’ and some are
‘allegorical’. Directly perceived dreams are those [whose outcomes] are identical to their
appearance. (...) But allegorical dreams are those that signify different things through
different images, since in these dreams the soul [in fact] naturally speaks in riddles. (....)
An oneiros is @ movement or composition of the soul, consisting of many forms, that is
significant of future events, good or bad. And, because this is the case, whatever comes
about after some time has passed, either a long or short while, the soul foretells it all through
its own, natural images, also called its ‘elements’, holding that we, in the intervening time,
are able to learn of these future events instructed by our rational faculty.

33 The use of sight-related vocabulary when reporting dreams is quite common in antiquity, e.g. Herodotus
(1.108) and Virgil (2.270; 2.773; 3.150). See Harris-McCoy (2012, p. 11).
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Zosimus’ soul is in fact speaking in riddles — in the same way Cleopatra announced she
would in Cleopatra (év aiviypoot 0 dpEouar tod Aéyewv, Cleopatra 75). Learning about
future events by means of one’s reasoning (see Aoyiopdc above) is reminiscent of Kenaan’s
(2016, p. 211) argument regarding dreams in Homer: their “unsettled relation to the future”
(ibid.) makes them serve as “triggers for hermeneutic activity” (ibid.). In the case of
Zosimus’ dreams, it is their unsettled relation to his technical searches that does so.
Artemidorus is not the only source where considerations about dreams that look into
the future will find similarities with Zosimus’. Some of Zosimus’ dreams also fit what

Macrobius would later define as an oracular dream (see Harris-McCoy, 2012, p. 423):

et est oraculum quidem cum in somnis parens vel alia sancta gravisve persona seu sacerdos
vel etiam deus aperte eventurum quid aut non eventurum, faciendum vitandumve denuntiat
(Somn. 1.3.8)

Itis indeed an oracle when in a dream a parent, or another important holy figure, or a priestly
figure, or even a god openly announces what is to come about or not to come about, what is
to be done or to be avoided.

In Memoir 10, Zosimus is confronted precisely with a sacerdos who functions as a kind of
guide in Zosimus’ dreams. In Memoir 11, Zosimus’ second dream revolves around an
encounter with none other than Agathodaimon — a figure who, very much like Hermes, lies
somewhere between deity and “master of revealed wisdom” (Mertens, 1995, p. 44) in
alchemical and Hermetic literature. Zosimus’ interest in Agathodaimon showing him the
straight way (éym 6¢ tobtov Emepelovuny deiéai pot €00giay 0606v, Mem. 11 2.34-35) again
coincides with Macrobius’ characterisation of a guiding, authoritative, and often divine

figure that would appear in oracular dreams.
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Evidently, there is more about the riddling oracular voice in general — not just
oracular dreams — that connects with Zosimus’ as well as his readers’ experience of his

dream visions. As has been suggested by Kindt (2017, p. 222):

It is interesting to note that the enigmatic voice not only provides a way into the superior
knowledge of the gods, but also, to some extent, preserves and extends human uncertainty
and the general openness of the future, for example in the form of the question put to the
oracle, or in the difficulty of interpreting the response.

Zosimus’ encounters with mysterious priests (Mem. 10 and 12) and Agathodaimon certainly
create a similar enigmatic atmosphere of access to superior, quasi-divine knowledge.
Furthermore, his subsequent imprecise interpretations of his dreams once awake also help
maintain this atmosphere undisturbed by preserving and extending the reader’s uncertainty
about what they really mean, even if the uncertainty does not necessarily relate to future
events.

While these comparisons are helpful for a better understanding of the enigmatic
experiences Zosimus conveys in Memoirs 10-12, they certainly do not encompass the full
scope of Zosimus’ points of reference. If forms of voéw (which appear in all of Zosimus’
waking remarks throughout Mem. 10-12: Mem. 10 2.43 and 4.78; Mem. 11 1.22 and 2.48;
Mem. 12 2.19-20) are “the language of riddles” (Lightfoot, 2007, p. 386) in an oracular
context, they have also been shown to be very present in the language of knowledge of
Hermetism (see Chapter 1), a self-confessed influence of Zosimus’ (see Chapter III). Other
peculiarities of Zosimus’ dreams, such as the voice coming from above and the use of £y®
elu, are also better explained by following the path of different traditions that are

nonetheless far from being a novelty in the present thesis — these are further explored below.
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(it) Dreams and visions: traditions of revealed knowledge
The previous subsection started by listing similarities between Zosimus’ first dream in Mem.
10 and other instances of dreams in classical literature; now it is time to point out the
differences and consider to which literary environment these could point. One difference is
that Zosimus interacts with strangers rather than recognisable characters. In that regard,
Zosimus’ experience is much closer to a number of accounts of revealed knowledge. These
accounts, in turn, will prove to have other aspects that relate to Zosimus’ dream visions.
The previous subsection mentioned the presence a language of knowledge in all of
Zosimus’ waking remarks (vevonkévar, Mem. 10 2.43; évomoa, Mem. 10 4.78; énevonoa,
Mem. 11 1.22, Mem. 11 2.48 and Mem. 12 2.19-20) that is also found in Hermetism (see
Chapter 1); but his very dreams bear similarities with the Hermetic dialogue Poimandres
(CH 1), which has already been shown to have noticeable linguistic parallels with Isis to
Horus (Chapter 1) and with which Zosimus seems to have been acquainted.®*” There, the

narrator experiences a vision that is compared to a dream:

gvvolag poil mote yevopuévng mepl tdv dviov Kol petempiodeiong pot tiig dovoiog 6eodpa,
Kataoyedelo®dv ov TAV coUATIK®Y aictncemv, kabdnep ol tnve PePapnuévol €k KOPO
TPOOTiG 1j €K KOTOV CAOLLATOC, £d0EN TIVe VITEPUEYEDN LETP® AmePLopioT® TLYYAVOVTA KOAETV
pov 10 dvopa kol A&yovtd pot, ti PovAetl dkodoot Kai BedoacOat, kol vonoag pabeiv Kol
yvévar, — enui €Yo, ob yap Tic &1, — &y®d pév, eriotv, eiui 6 Mowdvdpnge, 6 tig ombevtiog
vobg: 01da O BovAel, kai cOveli oot mavtoyod. — enui £y®, padeiv 06k Té dvta Kol voficat
TNV T00TOV OOV Kol yvdval Tov 0g6v: Tidg, Epnv, dkodoor PovAopatl. — eNoiv Euoi mwhAy,
Exe v 6® Soa BELEIC Labely, kdyd oe diddEm. (CH 1 1-3)

Once, a thought occurred to me concerning the things that are, and my thinking got very
much suspended, while my bodily senses were inhibited just as those in sleep get weighed
down from satiety from a meal or fatigue from the body, | saw someone exceeding in infinite
height who calls me by my name and says to me: “what do you want to hear and contemplate,
and, having understood, to learn and come to know?”. And I said: “why, who are you?”.

337 Zosimus tells Theosebia in the Final Count: “having run to Poimenander and having been baptised in the
mixing-bowl, return to your people” (xotadpapodoa €mi tov IMowwévavdpa kol Panticbeico 1@ kpatipt
avadpope £mi 10 yévog 10 odv, RHT 1:308). Despite the spelling difference, it is widely believed that tov
Mowévavdpa refers to the character of CH 1 (see RHT 1:281 n. 3), especially because the baptism in the
mixing-bowl (Banticbeica t@ kpatijpt) seems to allude to CH 4, also known as the Mixing-Bowl (ibid.). See
Fowden (1993, pp. 122-123).
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And he said: “I am Poimandres, the intellect of the supreme authority. I know what you
want, and I am with you everywhere”. And I said: “I want to learn about the things that are,
and to gain understanding about the nature of these things, and to come to know God. How
I want to listen!”. And he said to me again: “Keep these things you want to learn in your
intellect, and I will teach you.”

Just as in Zosimus’ case, the narrator of Poimandres encounters a stranger while in an altered
mental state and when they have the subject-matter of the revelation in mind (t@v dviov —
Poimandres is about to reveal to the narrator how the things that are came about). As
expected, the need to be intellectually active in order to learn is present in the same language
of knowledge Zosimus uses both in Omega and Mem. 10-12 (évvoiog; dwavoiog; vonoag;
vofjoat; &xe v@ o® 6oa BéAelg pabeiv): in good Hermetic fashion, one must apply one’s
intellect in order to gain knowledge (yvé@voun happens twice above), which may even lead to
knowledge of God — (vofjcat... kai yv@dvol tov 0eov). In that sense, the narrator of
Poimandres is also reminiscent of Zosimus’ spiritual person from Omega, who dismisses
the body (see kotacyedeic®v pov 1OV cOUATIKOY aicOcewv above) and learns to know
God (tov mvevpotikov GvBpwmov... Oeov Emyvovta, Omega 7.58-62; see Chapter I11).
There is another aspect of the Poimandres passage above that is worth mentioning
and contextualising. It mentions the narrator’s act of listening (dodoat) twice: although
listening to a voice is often mentioned in ancient dreams (see above), the fact that the
narrator describes a vision rather than a dream may point to a broader knowledge revelation
motif. The second-century astrologer Vettius Valens quotes his predecessor Nechepso
saying: “I decided, then, (to gaze in prayer) all night long (up) to the sky, (...) and a shout
sounded forth from heaven. Around its flesh a mantle of dark blue color was wrapped,
stretching out darkness before itself” (£d0&e 01 pot wavvoyov mtpog aépa | (...) | kol poi tig

g&pmoev ovpavod Bon | Th ohprac [uev] dueéerto ménhog kvaveos®8 | kvépag mpoteivamv,

338 yvavoypo. MSS: -xpovg Usener; Prof. Hutchinson suggests kvavéypoug mémhog.
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Val. 6.1.9)°% — this mysterious mantled figure’s commanding presence is similar to
Poimandres’, whose infinite height probably means that the narrator would also hear his
voice from above. At any rate, the voice from above in the astrological passage strikes one
as similar to the opening scene of Zosimus’ very first dream (Qovi|g dvoBev fikovca
Aeyovong pot, Mem. 10 2.20-21).340

In other words, although Zosimus does seem to have known Poimandres (see n. 337
above), it seems more likely that the similarities between Mem. 10-12 and Poimandres result
from them sharing a larger cultural backdrop (see Chapter I) of revealed knowledge. Another
strong indication of that is the fact that both Ion and Poimandres use the “£yd eipu style of

self-revelation” (Lightfoot, 2007, p. 386):

£ym iyt 6 'Tdv, 0 iepedg TtV advtev (Mem. 10 2.28-29).
I am lon, the priest of the innermost sanctuaries.

gy (...) eipi 6 TTowdvépng, 6 tiic avbevtiag vode. (CH 1 2.9-10)
I am Poimandres, the intellect of the supreme authority.

In the already much-mentioned dream of Jacob (see above), the éy® &ip formula meets the
aforementioned voice from above: for the God of Abraham self-reveals to Jacob (28:13)
while standing on the top of the ladder (see above). Norden (1913, pp. 186-200) lists the

formula’s numerous occurrences in both the Old and New Testaments.3*! Particularly

339 Scholars have different views about the text and the translation of this passage; see discussion in Heilen
(2011, pp. 37-56), whose translation of the Greek | use above. A contentious topic is the exact interpretation
of £d0&e in the astrological passage (note that the narrator of Poimandres uses £50&a to describe his vision,
and so does Zosimus in Mem. 10 2.42 — see n. 302 above). Heilen (ibid., pp. 43-44) ponders the possibilities
with caution, one of them being “T had a dream, a vision” (this is one of the verbs Artemidorus uses most often
when referring to dreams — see Harris-McCoy, 2012, pp. 11-12), but the lacuna that follows makes the matter
hard to resolve. Many thanks to Prof. Lightfoot for drawing my attention to the larger revelatory framework
of this Poimandres passage during my Confirmation of Status interview, as well as mentioning the importance
of the £d0&a/éyd el motifs and referring me to relevant bibliography. The éyd ey formula is discussed in
the following.

340 See also the beginning of an astrological papyrus fragment that mentions a voice coming to one (pwvn cot
gpyetar) and making astrological remarks (see Heilen, 2011, p. 48).

341 That in Exodus 3:14 is particularly important, where God tells Moses: &y® iyt 6 dv.
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interesting for the case of Zosimus and Poimandres is that the formula also occurs multiple
times in the Thunder from the Nag Hammadi library (NHC 6.2) — a collection shown to
feature a very similar type of spiritual eclecticism to that displayed by Zosimus in Omega,
of which Hermetism was an undeniable part (see Chapter 111).3%? In bearing witness to this
kind of self-revelation, Zosimus gets closer to a prophetic type of the likes of Isis in Isis to
Horus (see Chapter 1) and Cleopatra in Cleopatra (see Chapter 11):3* he is, like them, a
receptacle of alchemical knowledge imparted by enigmatic figures (Amnael in the case of
Isis, Comarius in the case of Cleopatra, and a number of them in the case of Zosimus) who
is now in charge of transmitting such knowledge himself (Isis to Horus; Cleopatra to Ostanes
and the philosophers; Zosimus to his anonymous addressee in Mem. 10).

Yet all these prophetic types of alchemical, astrological, Hermetic and Early
Christian literature are slightly different from those of the Old Testament. Barton (1986)
argues for a noticeable shift in the prophetic theme that has been well summarised by

Lightfoot (2007, p. 60):

Basing his work on texts mainly in the period 200 BC to AD 200, Barton argued that by or in
this period a radical re-valuation of the classical prophets had come about. It was widely believed
that the prophetic inspiration had ceased with Malachi, yet people continued to have revelations
and to want to communicate them. To do so, in deference to the age’s reverence for the past —
the deeper the better — they assumed the personae of ancient sages and fathered
pseudepigraphical works on them. But the prophets and seers that they conjured in these works
behaved very differently from the ‘writing prophets’ of the Old Testament. (...) Much more
interest was taken in the manner in which seers received their revelations, through dreams,
visions, and frenzy; there developed an elaborate technology of communication with the divine.
Prophets came to be imagined as mystics, manteis, and miracle-workers, and the sorts of
information they were supposed to receive changed accordingly. They were imagined to have
insight into the secret workings of the universe; often their revelations were not perspicuous at

342 1t is also interesting that, although the speaker of Thunder is never named, “many features in the text show
that the person or entity speaking is a feminine being” (Poirier in Meyer, 2007, p. 367), and that “this
characteristic explains why the tractate was at first compared with the Isis aretalogies” (ibid.) — see Chapter I,
where Isis to Horus is compared with the Koré Kosmou (CH 23), where a type of aretalogy of Isis occurs.

343 Considering the similarities drawn between the figures of Isis and Cleopatra in the writings here addressed
and the Sibyl (see Chapters I and II), it is worth mentioning that the Sibyl herself uses the “&y® eiju style of
self-revelation” (Lightfoot, 2007, p. 386; Syb. 1.137).
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first sight, but in need of decoding. Wisdom shifted from something derivable from natural
reason to something more esoteric and communicated through revelation.

An increased interest in the manner in which the revelations are received is certainly the
case of Isis’ prolonged ordeal with the angels in Isis to Horus (Chapter I). The recurrence to
ancient sages appears in the particular case of Ostanes in Cleopatra (Chapter 1), and in how
Hermetic and alchemical literatures turn pagan deities (such as Hermes, Isis, and
Agathodaimon) into sages that ambiguously lie between god and human (not unlike the
Sibyl and Enoch — see Chapter I and Lightfoot, 2007, pp. 70-77).

Finally, some general comparisons with dream visions attributed to early Christians
must be drawn. For although Zosimus is not presenting his dreams as visions that reinforce
the teachings of Christ, Chapter I11 has shown that in Omega Zosimus openly shows displays
of Christian belief. When it comes to the accounts that follow, one must be reminded that
this is still a time when Christianity was at large decentralised. The state endorsement and
the establishment of orthodoxy that would later confer on the Church the power to determine
how one is allowed to believe were yet to come (see Chapter I11).

It is in this context that a literary Christian work like The Shepherd of Hermas (late
first-second century CE; see Miller, 1994, p. 131 with further references and bibliography)
could feature a dream where an old woman at Cumae is first identified as the Sibyl (v
npecPutépay. .., Tiva Sokeic eivat; £yd enut- v Zifvllay, Vis. 2 8.1; see Lightfoot, 2007,
p. 82) and still have scriptural status in the eyes of a bishop (Irenaeus Against Heresies
40.20.2).344 Even though this identification with the Sibyl is later denied (mlavéca, enotv,
ovk €otwv, Vis. 2 8.1), “what matters is that a vision of a Sibyl at Cumae, that is, one of the

most famous pagan Sibylline sites, whose revelations are nevertheless for the ears of a

344 See Steenberg (2009), who argues in great detail that Irenaeus refers to Hermas by using the term ypagn in
the specific sense of ‘scripture’ rather than the more general one of ‘writing’.
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Christian, is at least plausible” (ibid.). A similar overlap of pagan and Judeo-Christian
elements is potentially at play in Zosimus’ encounter with Ion, who presents himself with
the elevated &y®m eipt formula (which by Zosimus’ time already carries considerable
scriptural weight), but whose punning name may allude to Euripides’ Ion, a pagan character
whose name also originates from a pun (see above). Also worth noting is that Hermas is
assaulted by his dream vision after he falls asleep as he was walking towards Cumae
(mropgvopévou pov gig Kodpag. .., tepumatdv apvmvooa, Vis. 1 1.3) —something reminiscent
of Zosimus’ wanderings followed by sleep in Mem. 11 and Mem. 12. By drawing a number
of similar parallels, including the Poimandres, Miller (1994, p. 135) claims that late antique
dreamers often “found themselves unexpectedly (and uncomfortably) confronted with an
oneiric revelation whose images were too compelling to ignore”.

Some of the most vivid descriptions from Zosimus’ dreams also find parallels with
another Christian dreamer. She is the matrona and martyr Perpetua, killed in Carthage on
March 7, 203 CE (Miller, 1994, p. 148). Perpetua’s dreams allegedly come from a diary she
kept in prison before her execution (Passio Sanctarum Perpetuae et Felicitatis).3*® In
Perpetua’s first dream, she sees a copper ladder of amazing length that reaches the sky (gisov
KMpaka xaAkTiv Oovpactod prikovg, 7 1o pfikog dypic odpavod, Pass. Perp. 4.3) —a more
obvious instance than Zosimus’ of Jacob’s dream inspiring inspired dreams (see Miller,
1994, p. 155).

Yet Perpetua’s vision is not as awe-inspiring as Jacob’s, which nonetheless brings
her dream closer to the ones reported by Zosimus. What she sees seems tainted by the fate
she is about to face in her waking life: each of the sides of the ladder is filled with sharp,

menacing objects like swords, spears, hooks, large knives, and skewers (&£ éxatépov 8¢ TV

345 The authenticity of Perpetua’s dream journal has been debated among scholars — see Miller (1994, p. 150
n. 13), who states that it is no longer regarded as a forgery.
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g KMpakoc pep®dv miv €1d0¢ Mv dumennyuévov kel Epdv, dopdrmv, dykicTpwv,
noayopdv, oediokwv, Pass. Perp. 4.3) ready to tear the flesh of careless persons who may
try to climb it (iva 7dc 6 dvaPaiov auerdg kol un avafrAEnmv Tolg AKOVTIolg Tag 6apKag
omopoy0f, ibid.). These objects could be seen either “psychologically as a reflection of
Perpetua’s fear of being lacerated” (Miller, 1994, p. 155) or literally as “the actual catasta,
or platform, upon which martyrs were tortured” (ibid.). One sees a potential for gore that in
fact gets realised in the graphic punishments that appear throughout Zosimus’ Mem. 10-12,
which become more charged when his Christian inclinations are considered. It also seems
understandable that late ancient and Christian authors would have had such interest in
Plutarch, whose description of the punishment of the wicked in his De Sera Numinis
Vindicta aligns with the aesthetic of Perpetua and Zosimus.346

Nonetheless, it is not just in misery that Perpetua’s and Zosimus’ dreams meet. Once
Perpetua manages to climb the ladder without getting injured by the cutting obstacles, she
finds herself in a big garden and encounters a grey-haired man surrounded by many
thousands of people dressed in white (icai £idov 8kl kfjmov péyistov, kol év pése Tod Kfimov
avOpomov  moAlov  koOelopevov....  TEPIEICTAKEICOY OE OOT® TOAAOL  YIAASEC
Aevyepwovovvimv, Pass. Perp. 4.8). The white-bright dazzlement of this encounter with an
elderly man is as remarkable as Zosimus’ being nearly blinded by Agathodaimon’s
whiteness after going up the third ladder (6ewpd memowuévov ynpatdov Aevkov mhvy dote
€K TG TOAAT G AevkdTNTOG 0 TOD 01 dPOUALOL AL POONGAV. TO 5€ dvopa avTod EKAAETTO

Ayabodaipwv, Mem. 11 2.29-32). In short, although Zosimus does not openly identify as a

346There are considerable parallels between Zosimus’ dreams and the vision Plutarch imposes upon
Aridaeus/Thespesius in De Sera that deserve further investigation: Thespesius has a guide (6 Tod @¢oneciov
yuyonoumde, 566b-c) who takes him to a to a large crater (kpatfipa péyov, 566b) where they have a vision of
people in the punishments (rpog v Oéav tdv kolalopévmv Etpémovto) — one may think of Zosimus’ dream
vision of souls being punished in the phial-altar in Mem. 10, also referred to by Zosimus’ guide as 0¢a (1] 6éa
fiv 0pdc €lc0dog €otiv kai ££0d0g kol petaforr;, Mem. 10 3.52-53). Some of the people in Plutarch’s crater
have their bodies opened up and turned inside out (see De Sera 566¢-567c) — the extremity of the process
reminds one of the violent act lon undergoes in Mem. 10. Cf. Dufault (2019, pp. 109-111).
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Christian (possibly for the sake of self-protection, as Perpetua’s case tragically exemplifies),

his dreams do have a visual treatment that would have appealed to Christians of his time.

Final Remarks

Heraclitus is believed to have said that “the world of the waking is one and shared, but the
sleeping turn aside each into their own world” (0 ‘Hpdxiertdc pnot toig &ypnyopdotv Eva
Kol KOOV KOGLOV £lval, TdV 8¢ Kowmuévav Ekactov &ic 1dov dmootpépecdon fr. 89 D;
R56 LM; see Dodds, 1951, p. 118). What shared waking world does Zosimus’ Omega
reveal, and how does it relate to the sleeping, intimate world of Zosimus’ Mem. 10-12? The
present thesis has demonstrated that the world shared among the alchemical works addressed
here is one that would be deeply misunderstood if interpreted as one-dimensional, concerned
predominantly with technical, philosophical, or spiritual endeavours. The searches of the
alchemist can be far-reaching, and so was Zosimus’ work and that of the anonymous authors
behind Isis to Horus and Cleopatra. Yet, it seems that they did not need to reach out too far
in order to nurture such a wide array of interests and cultural references: alchemists (and, it
seems, magicians and astrologers alike) did not necessarily have to travel long distances in
order to draw from the pervasive cultural backdrop slowly built by the multiple cultural
encounters around the Mediterranean but particularly in Egypt, where various pagan,
Hermetic, and Judeo-Christian traditions coexisted and were perceived by alchemical
authors as part of a shared cultural koine.3’

This ‘waking world’ does inform the ‘sleeping world’ of Mem. 10-12, which
nonetheless places well-known formulas in an innovative setting. On the one hand, Zosimus

employs elements that thrived in prophetic Judeo-Christian contexts — the éym eiu type of

347 See Fowden (1993, p. 213), who describes Hermetism as “part of a wider Mediterranean whole, a world
with its intellectual as well as its linguistic koine”.
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revelation, allegorical dreams, and similar imagery to Jacob’s dream of the ladder; a sense
of intellectual determination to learn that comes with a language of knowledge also prolific
in Hermetic texts and found in Isis to Horus; and figures like lon and Agathodaimon, the
characterisation of whom is versatile enough to appeal to both pagan and non-pagan
audiences alike. On the other hand, the lack of linearity in the narrative and of a clear
distinction among characters, as well as the abundance of extraordinary imagery (such as an
object that is both altar and phial, a priest vomiting his own flesh, and a talking man made
of copper) artfully construct the nonsensical atmosphere of an ordinary person’s dream
rather than a prophet’s: what is absurdity in waking life turns into realism in the realm of
dreams. Mem. 10-12 also seem quite inventive from a linguistic standpoint in their constant
use of compounds not attested elsewhere. This may also reflect Zosimus’ aggregative style
of writing: a composite work interested in producing alchemical compounds abounds in
compound words. Zosimus’ determination to blur lines (between cultures, spiritual notions,
and even between the waking and the sleeping worlds) manifests even at the lexical level of

the words on the page.
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Conclusion

What is, after all, the ‘searched-for thing’? The answer is not simple. As Chapter Il has
shown, Zosimus’ On the Letter Omega indicates that there was not just one way of
approaching alchemy in Late Antiquity, and it would be misleading to try and impose a
single objective on the texts here analysed, which in themselves are composite but evasive
about their pursuits. At the same time, the very imprecision of the phrase ‘the searched-for
thing” used by Zosimus in Mem. 10 seems not only to capture the alchemist’s purposeful yet
elusive ambitions that are made so intriguing to the outsider, but also to encompass some
patterns that do emerge in terms of how these works portray their search for knowledge and
spiritual progression.

One underlying ‘searched-for thing’ these texts demonstrate, in different ways, is
experimenting through mixture — not unlike some of their tentative technical operations — of
its literary choices. The Letter from Isis to Horus does so by composing a textured narrative
of revealed knowledge. There, the unambiguously Egyptian Isis is styled as a prophetess
who attains alchemical knowledge by means of an interaction with an angelic figure clearly
evocative of Judeo-Christian prophetic scripture, especially 1 Enoch. At the same time, the
scriptural framework of the narrative is modulated by the addition of themes and phrases
shared with magical texts, and Isis’ transmission of knowledge to her son Horus has an
unmistakably Greco-Egyptian Hermetic quality manifested in her language of knowledge.
The Dialogue of the Philosophers and Cleopatra does it through its quirky mixture of
philosophical dialogue, a ‘sermonic mode’, and biblical language, and similarly to the Letter
from Isis to Horus, by staging knowledge transmission between figures evocative of

different cultural associations — in this case, Egyptian and Persian. The treatise On the Letter
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Omega does so by trying to harmonise ways of thought that are emphatically associated with
a variety of peoples. Memoirs 10-12 do so by idiosyncratically reworking revelation and
spiritual themes in such a way that the mysterious figures and scenes Zosimus encounters in
his dreams are palatable for various audiences.

Another ‘searched-for thing’ present in these texts is a process of change, which
nonetheless is not focussed on changing base metals to gold. Chapter I shows how this is
produced in a prolongation of knowledge transmission and in a progression from votg to
yvdoig found elsewhere in Hermetism. Chapter Il demonstrates how the progressive
increase of biblical language in Cleopatra as the dialogue progresses seems to imply that
the process of uniting body, spirit and soul, portrayed as alchemical, is parallel to that of an
evangelisation, one which nearly culminates in a conversion of the dialogue itself. Chapter
I11 investigates how Zosimus champions change by exposing the doctrine of the first human
who, through self-knowledge, changes himself by letting go of his flesh, walking towards
the light, and becoming just spirit. Chapter IV demonstrates that Zosimus’ dreams of
transformation (in particular those of Mem. 10) are mirrored in the transformation and
amplification of his own understanding of both technical processes and the order of the
COSMOS.

The above also reinforces two important arguments put forward by Grimes (2018)
with regard to ancient alchemy. The first is that there are more productive ways of
approaching alchemy other than Egyptian metallurgy combined with Greek philosophy:
“early alchemists did not adhere to one particular school of thought” (Grimes, 2018, p. 55),
nor do they seem to have approached alchemical knowledge in a systematically
philosophical way. As the previous chapters have shown, their means of expression are a
unique “amalgamation of religion, science, and magic” (ibid., p. 23) that is by no means

exclusively Greek. What the present thesis adds to Grimes’s discussion is the literary
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dimension of such amalgamation. While Fowden argues for an intellectual and linguistic
koiné for Hermetism (1993, p. 213), the present thesis demonstrates some of the literary
implications of such koineé in the case of ancient alchemy. A particularly interesting case is
that of Zosimus, whose discussions in Omega and dream visions in Mem. 10-12 reveal a
strong relationship between language and subject matter, and language itself is sometimes
made the protagonist of experimentation rather than technical endeavours.

The second point made by Grimes that this thesis reinforces and expands is that
“there i1s a lack of evidence that Zosimus and other early alchemists believed they were
literally transforming base metals into precious ones” (ibid., p. 41), and that generally
speaking producing actual gold is far from being at the centre of their searches. While
Grimes argues for the importance of the technical aim of colouring metals among early
alchemists and the spiritual aim of transforming the soul in Zosimus, the present thesis
elucidates how the early alchemical texts selected here do more than just talk about metal
alteration in an allegorical way. They dramatise the transmission and attainment of the iepa
téyvn in such a way that the craft appears connected with concerns that transcend
technicality — progressive intellectual understanding in Isis to Horus, near-evangelisation of
alchemical knowledge in Cleopatra, the liberation of the soul from the body in Zosimus’
On the Letter Omega, and the workings of the cosmos underlying technical and spiritual
pursuits in Memoirs 10-12.

Another telling result of a closer look into these works is the numerous parallels with
magical texts. This, again, shows that there is much more to ancient alchemy than a
combination of recipes, Greek philosophy, and “réveries mystiques” (RHT 1:219). Firstly,
the interactions between alchemy and the noticeably bilingual collection of the Greco-
Egyptian magical papyri (some of which contain passages both in Greek and Demotic by

the same scribe; Bortolani, 2016, p. 1 n. 1) suggest that the Egyptian elements brought to

258



these alchemical texts are not merely legendary only because they are incorporated in a
literary way. Secondly, the linguistic similarities identified in Cleopatra and Omega with
PGM 13 in particular, as well as their similar style of eclecticism, indicate that it is not a
mere coincidence that the hand of this particular papyrus was identified with that of the
proto-alchemical papyri (Brashear, 1995, pp. 3402-3404). Rather, this evidence corroborates
Edmonds’s claim (2019, p. 273) that the strong divide between ancient alchemical and
magical texts is probably a modern distortion created by the separate editorial histories of
these materials. Hence, more detailed comparative work between the early alchemical
corpus and the Greco-Egyptian magical corpus (PGM 13 especially) seems like a promising
future implication of the present research. The inclusion of the Demotic magical papyri in
such study could also be particularly illuminating with regard to overlooked links between
ancient alchemy and a predominantly Egyptian background.

All the writings here addressed present similarities with the Sibylline Oracles in that
they are clearly “trying to recreate an ethos of prophecy” (Lightfoot, 2007, p. 220). In
Chapters | and Il, this has been demonstrated in how the pagan female figures of Isis and
Cleopatra are transformed into prophetess types surrounded by scriptural motifs (in the case
of the former) and language (in the case of the latter). In the case of Zosimus, Chapter Il1
draws attention to two parallels between Zosimus’ language puzzles and the Sibylline
Oracles (namely, the equivalences between the letters of Adam’s name and the cardinal
points and the riddle about the nine-lettered name); Chapter IV sets the éy® eip formula
used by lon in its larger cultural backdrop of revealed knowledge to which the Sibyl also
belongs. While some of these parallels have been long acknowledged by scholars, it seems
that the dots had not yet been connected, and much more remains to be explored about the
nature of the relationship between these two traditions that have a penchant for dressing

pagan figures in scriptural garb.
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Along these lines, these works also seem linked with early developments of
Christianity both in Egypt and Ethiopia. Zosimus’ writings and the Nag Hammadi Library
are examples of late antique literature made in Egypt operating at the interface of early
Christianity and Hermetism. While some general thematic links have been explored here, a
deeper linguistic comparison between Zosimus’ Greek Omega and the Coptic Secret Book
of John is yet to be made. The allusions to 1 Enoch in the Letter from Isis to Horus and the
mention of Ethiopia in the Dialogue of the Philosophers and Cleopatra might indicate that
early alchemical literature also had special links with Judeo-Christian textual traditions from
the Aksumite Empire which deserve to be further investigated. In short, much knowledge
regarding early alchemy will remain inaccessible if classicists limit themselves to the
evidence written in Greek and within the confines of the Roman Empire — a limitation of
which the present thesis is no less guilty, and to which the work on both Greek and Syriac
evidence by Martelli (2013) is a rare and commendable exception.

To conclude, gold does not appear as the ultimate ‘searched-for thing’ in the four
early alchemical writings here analysed. At the same time, the process of search, attainment
and communication of knowledge expressed as these texts navigate and conciliate multiple
ways of knowing from a number of backgrounds result in a tradition no less invested in
wealth, even though it looks more cultural than monetary. Thus, early alchemy has proved
to be an invaluable, but still underexplored territory for those willing to attain a richer
understanding of the complexity of late antique thought. However, one must be warned
against digging these mines with a single goal in mind, for their searches are bound to be

many and long.
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	Zosimus here exploits the duality of the corporeal and the incorporeal in a much more colourful, literary way than he does in Omega. The passage implies the liberation of the inner man from the outer man by using the same alchemical image of separatio...
	As Zosimus wakes up, he asks himself whether the dream is equivalent to a technical procedure which turns out to be the first one he mentioned before falling asleep (see θέσις ὑδάτων, Mem. 10 1.1), one which is closely followed by the separation of th...
	Given that Zosimus often adopts ‘descriptive language’ (Pinkster, 2005, p. 240) typical of technical literature (see Harris-McCoy, 2012, p. 11) and has opted for the more lucid format of the treatise elsewhere, the choice of this abstruse form of expr...
	As Zosimus falls asleep once more (καὶ πάλιν ἀπεκοιμήθην), the reader is given hope that the coming dream might clarify the first one:
	καὶ εἶδον τὸν αὐτὸν φιαλοβωμὸν καὶ ἐπάνω ὕδωρ κοχλάζον καὶ πολὺν λαὸν εἰς αὐτὸν ἄπειρον ὄντα. καὶ οὐκ ἦν τις ἵνα ἐρωτήσω αὐτὸν ἔξω τοῦ βωμοῦ. καὶ ἀνέρχομαι ἐπὶ τὸ ἰδέσθαι τὴν θέαν εἰς τὸν βωμὸν καὶ ὁρῶ πεπολιωμένον ξυρουργὸν  ἀνθρωπάριον λέγοντά μοι  ...
	And I saw the same jar-altar, and on its upper part boiling water, and multiple people inside it – they were countless. And there was no one there I could question outside the altar. And I go up into the altar to see the sight and I see a grey-haired ...
	The reappearance of the phial-altar and the motif of leaving the body to become spirit suggests a sense of continuity or at least of connection between Zosimus’ two dreams. The fact that the phial-altar is filled with boiling water reinforces the prop...
	As Zosimus presses the homunculus to clarify what is meant by μεταβολή, the homunculus adopts more technical language and says that that is the place of the practice called “preserving” (ταριχεία) – an idea which, in the context of “change”, sounds (a...
	καὶ ἐν τῷ ὁμιλεῖν ἡμᾶς ταῦτα καὶ προστίθεμένου τοῦ βρασμοῦ καὶ τοῦ λαοῦ ὀλολύζοντος, εἶδον ἄνθρωπον χαλκοῦν δέλτον μολυβδίνην κατέχοντα ἐν τῇ χειρὶ αὐτοῦ  καὶ ἐξεῖπεν τῇ φωνῇ βλέπων τὴν δέλτον  “τοῖς ἐν ταῖς κολάσεσι πᾶσιν ἐπιτρέπω καθεσθῆναι καὶ ἕκασ...
	And as we spoke these things to one another and the boiling up increased and the people cried aloud, I saw a copper man holding a lead tablet in his hand. He declared out loud  as he looked at the tablet: “I command everyone in the punishments to sit ...
	Grimes unpacks the strange instructions given by the copperman by identifying some similarities between them and elements from related Egyptian embalming and statue-making rituals:
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	4.2) The context
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	Final Remarks
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