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Comparative Cosmogony: Genesis and Timaeus in the Hermetic Creation 








	Throughout my reading of the Hermetica, I have been interested in tracing the influence of other philosophical and religious traditions on the formation of the Hermetic doctrine. Secondary scholarship on Hermetism is in agreement that (Neo)Platonic philosophy was the Hermetica's most significant contributor, which led me to expect that the Poimandres, the first book of the Corpus Hermeticum wherein the creation of the Kosmos is revealed to Hermes Trismegistos, would be a direct echo of the Timaeus, Plato's own series of esoteric inquiries into the creation and composition of the universe. However, the narrative of creation presented in the Poimandres bears much more resemblance to the book of Genesis in the Old Testament: both follow the same approximate sequence of events and major motifs, even employing some of the same terminology. In doing so, the Poimandres strays considerably from its Platonic forefather. Walter Scott, a pioneer in English translation and study of the Hermetica, was adamant that Jewish or early Christian influence on the Hermetica was negligible,[footnoteRef:1] which leaves little explanation for the striking similarities in these two founding myths.  [1:  Walter Scott, in the introduction to his translated Hermetica, is insistent that he has "failed to find anything in the doctrines taught that is of Christian origin." He dismisses any resemblance to Jewish cosmogony by assuming that any pagan theologist at the time of Corpus Hermeticum's composition could have had a passing familiarity with the book of Genesis. See Hermetica, trans. Walter Scott (1982; reis., Boston: Shambhala Publications, Inc., 2001), 12.] 

To better understand the complex web of influences at play, I present a comparative analysis of the cosmogonies of the Poimandres, Genesis, and the Timaeus, and then a deeper analysis of the contrasted portrayals of the Platonic God, or Demiourgos[footnoteRef:2], and the God of the Old Testament, henceforth referred to as the Kyrios[footnoteRef:3], and their respective imperatives for humanity. The purpose of the former analysis is to first align the similarities in the Hermetic and Biblical[footnoteRef:4] narratives. The latter analysis then reaffirms that, despite these similarities, the Hermetica is indeed a continuation of the Platonic tradition in the underlying purpose of its creation, exemplified by the nature of God: The Demiourgos is a craftsman, reverse-engineered by the Platonist through logical inquiry as the necessary cause of the universe, who invites humanity to occupy themselves in philosophical contemplation of the Kosmos and attain immortality through enlightenment and divine wisdom; The Kyrios, conversely, is a king, commanding his creations to follow his rule and in return offering them a measure of dominion and the opportunity to earn eternal life through obedience. What is concluded is that there must be some reason that the Poimandres, which is pivotal to the rest of the Hermetica and otherwise faithful to its Platonic heritage, would diverge so significantly in its cosmogony to resemble the Genesis account. I argue that this suggests greater Jewish or Christian influence than Scott was willing to consider, though it is unclear from a simple textual analysis what the precise nature of that influence may have been. [2:  Some libelli in the Hermetica refer to the Demiourgos as a secondary deity, or otherwise distinct from God, while others apply the epithet to God directly. The relationship between the two is textually inconsistent and theologically complicated, but for the purposes of my argument I am conceiving of the Demiourgos as an aspect or extension of God — it matters not which, for the relevant characteristics embodied by the epithet are applicable to both God and the second Maker.]  [3:  This term is chosen as a counterpoint to Demiourgos for its use in the Septuagint Bible to refer to the God of the Old Testament. E.g. Gen. 39:1 LXX.]  [4:  The use of the word "Biblical" here could be contested. At the time in which the Corpus Hermeticum was likely in circulation, it would be anachronistic to refer to the text in question as distinct from the Jewish Torah. I have chosen to use the word "Biblical" here because the texts I have been referencing for my analysis are various editions of the Christian Bible, and because in the temporal and cultural context in which I am writing this the book of Genesis is best known as the first book of the Christian Bible. ] 

For ease of comparison I have summarised, through quoted excerpts, the respective cosmogonies of the Hermetica and of Genesis in the following table (all emphasis my own): 










	Poimandres[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Hermetica, trans. Walter Scott (1982; reis., Boston: Shambhala Publications, Inc., 2001); Corpus Hermeticum I, 115-123.] 

	Genesis[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Gen. 1:1-28 New Revised Standard Version Updated Edition (NRSVue).] 


	"I beheld a boundless view ; all was changed into light, a mild and joyous light…"[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  Herm., Corp. I:4, 115.] 

 "And in a little while, there had come to be … a downward-tending darkness, terrible and grim …"[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Herm., Corp. I:4, 115.] 

"I saw the darkness changing into a watery substance…"[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  Herm., Corp. I:4, 115.	] 

"[F]rom the Light [God] there came forth a Holy Word [λογος][footnoteRef:10]…"[footnoteRef:11] [10: An interesting correlation could be made here to the book of John, which famously uses the motif of the Holy Word/Word of God (λογος): Ἐν ἀρχῇ ἦν ὁ λόγος, καὶ ὁ λόγος ἦν πρὸς τὸν θεόν, καὶ θεὸς ἦν ὁ λόγος. See John 1:1, Gk. ]  [11:  Herm, Corp. I:5a, 117.] 

	"[T]he earth was complete chaos and darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind from God swept over the waters."[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Gen. 1:2, NRSVue.] 

"Then God said, "Let there be light," … and God separated the light from the darkness."[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Gen. 1:3 NRSVue.] 



	"[T]he Light consisted of innumerable Powers, and had come to be an ordered world, but a world without bounds."[footnoteRef:14]  [14:  Herm., Corp. I:7, 117.] 

"The watery substance, having received the Word, was fashioned into an ordered world, the elements being separated out from it ; and from the elements came forth the brood of living creatures."[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Herm., Corp. I:8b, 117.] 

	"God made the dome and separated the waters … God called the dome Sky."[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Gen. 1:7-8 NRSVue.] 

"And God said, "Let the waters under the sky be gathered together into one place, and let the dry land appear.""[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Gen. 1:9 NRSVue.] 

"The earth brought forth vegetation…"[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Gen. 1:12 NRSVue.] 


	"And the first Mind … gave birth to another Mind, a Maker [δημιουργοn] of things…"[footnoteRef:19]  [19:  Herm., Corp. I:9, 119.] 

"And this second Mind made out of fire and air seven Administrators [διοικητορας]…"[footnoteRef:20]  [20:  Herm., Corp. I:9, 119.] 

"And Mind the Maker worked together with the Word … whirling [the Administrators] round with a rushing movement …"[footnoteRef:21]  [21:  Herm., Corp. I:11a, 119.] 

"And Nature … brought forth from the downward-tending elements animals devoid of reason…The air brought forth birds, and the water, fishes, … and the earth brought forth four-footed creatures and creeping things, beasts wild and tame.""[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Herm., Corp. I:11b, 119.] 

	"God made the two great lights—the greater light to rule the day and the lesser light to rule the night—and the stars."[footnoteRef:23]  [23:  Gen. 1:16.] 

"God created the great monsters and every living creature … with which the waters swarm and every winged bird…"[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Gen. 1:21.] 

"And God said, "Let the earth bring forth living creatures of every kind." And it was so. God made the wild animals of the earth of every kind and the cattle of every kind and everything that creeps upon the ground…"[footnoteRef:25]  [25:  Gen. 1:24.] 


	"Mind the Father of all, he who is Life and Light, gave birth to Man, a Being like Himself. And God delivered over to Man all the things that had been made."[footnoteRef:26] [26:  Herm., Corp. I:12, 121.] 

"And Nature … wrapped him in her clasp, and they were mingled in one ; for they were in love with one another. And that is why man, unlike all other living creatures upon earth, is twofold. He is mortal by reason of his body ; he is immortal by reason of the Man of eternal substance."[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Herm., Corp. I:14-15, 123.] 

"And thereon God spake in holy speech : "Increase and multiply abundantly … And let the man that has mind in him recognise that he is immortal … And he who has recognised himself enters into the Good.""[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Herm., Corp. I:18, 125.] 

	"God created humans in his image … male and female[footnoteRef:29] he created them."[footnoteRef:30]  [29:  See. Herm., Corp. I:18, 125. In Corp., man is first "bisexual" or perhaps "androgyne," containing the characteristics of both sexes, and only later becomes divided into male and female. This myth of the androgyne is consistent with Plato's Symposium.]  [30:  Gen. 1:28.] 

"God blessed them, and God said to them, "Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue it and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over every living thing that moves upon the earth.""[footnoteRef:31]  [31:  Gen. 1:28.] 




These summaries are collected into four phases: first comes divine light among chaos, darkness, and water; second is the ordering of the Kosmos and the elements therein; third is the populating of the heavens and earth with celestial bodies and animals, respectively; and fourth comes the creation of man. 
The first phase begins with the blank canvas of reality, "when all was yet undistinguished and unwrought."[footnoteRef:32] This primordial state is characterised as a dark, chaotic storm of ambiguous substance. The only defined components are the presence of deep water, and a wind or breath from God that "swept over the face of the waters."[footnoteRef:33] God does not summon or otherwise fabricate matter in his creation, he simply brings order to existing matter,[footnoteRef:34] and his primary mechanism of action is speech (λογος).11 The second phase continues in this manner, with God bringing order to the primordial watery chaos and "separating" out the elements into his intended forms. The elements in the Biblical account are not explicitly outlined, but the domains of Sky, Seas, and Earth[footnoteRef:35] are not far removed from the classic Empedoclean elements of fire, air, water, and earth found throughout the Hermetic account. Life begins in this phase as well, be it the "plants yielding seeds and fruit trees of every kind"[footnoteRef:36] or "the brood of living creatures,"16 leading into the third phase of creation. Here in the third phase the Kosmos is populated; celestial bodies first, including the sun and moon, stars, and planets, then the terrestrial creatures. Regarding the earthly creatures, it should be noted that both texts follow a pattern of repeatedly referring to animals in the same three categories of birds, fishes, and land-bound creatures — i.e., air, water, and earth, three of the four elements out of which the material world is made. Then comes the final phase: the creation of man.   [32:  Herm., Corp. III:1b, 147.]  [33:  Gen. 1:2. See also Herm., Corp. III:1b, 147.]  [34:  In fact, the assertion that matter is never created nor destroyed but rather eternal within the Kosmos is repeatedly emphasised throughout the Hermetica. See Herm., Corp. VIII:3, 177.]  [35:  Gen. 1:6-10, NRSVue.]  [36:  Gen. 1:11, NRSVue.] 

	Where the prior three phases have, with reasonable variation in detail, followed the same formula of motifs in the same approximate sequence, the final phase features the greatest divergence between Genesis and the Poimandres. According to the Poimandres, when man was first created he "took station in the Maker's sphere," observing creation from the highest sphere of heaven wherein the Demiourgos dwells, and desired to create also, which was granted to him.[footnoteRef:37] Man is not only child and successor to the Demiourgos, he is immediately considered a peer with access to creative power similar to the supracosmic deity. It is only through his love affair with Nature that Man becomes constrained to the limited powers and senses of a mortal body,[footnoteRef:38] and only for as long as it takes for each mortal man to achieve gnosis and, at the time of his death, ascend once again to rejoin the cosmic bodies as a daimon.[footnoteRef:39] This transition into a material body is notably not portrayed as a failure or betrayal. Rather, it is an act of love and beauty: Nature became enamoured with the glory of man, made as he is in God's image, and Man delighted in his reflection upon Nature and wished to more fully experience the world created by his Father. In other variations it is God's plan from the beginning to give Man a material body, as is outlined in the first book of the Asclepius: [37:  Herm., Corp. I:13a, 121.]  [38:  Herm., Corp. I:14 , 121-123. A variant of this same myth is found in Ascl., where man attains his mortal body as an extension of God's will to tend to the earth. The earth is composed of material elements, requiring a material body to tend to it, thus man was fashioned "of the substance of mind and the substance of body" to be earth's administrator. See Herm., Ascl. I:8, 201.]  [39:  Herm., Corp. X:6-8a, 191-193.] 

And so, having made man as an incorporeal and eternal being, and perceiving that the man whom he had made could not tend all things on earth unless he enclosed him in a material envelope, God gave him the shelter of a body to dwell in, and ordained that all men should be formed in like manner. Thus he fashioned man of the substance of mind and the substance of body,—of that which is eternal and that which is mortal,—blending and mingling together portions of either substance in adequate measure, to the end that the creature so fashioned might be able to fulfil the demands of both sources of his being, that is to say, to venerate and worship the things of heaven, and at the same time to tend and administer[footnoteRef:40] the things of earth.[footnoteRef:41] [40:  The motif of administration is a recurring one within the Hermetica. This is another point of contrast with the theme of dominion within Biblical tradition: administrator implies authority but not ownership or judgement. To administrate is simply to ensure the proper workings of creation. Scott translates the διοικητορας of Corp. I as "Administrators," those planetary bodies frequently ascribed power over the sublunar world. See Herm., Corp. I:9, 119.]  [41:  Herm., Ascl. I:8, 301.] 

Here we see also the imperative of man, which is consistent throughout the central texts of the Hermetica[footnoteRef:42]: to come to know God, as fully as one can within the constraints of the sensible world, and, in beholding God, advance along the way of immortality.[footnoteRef:43] The Ascl. passage also declares man to have the responsibility of earthly administrator; to tend to the creations of the Demiourgos as an integral part of the cosmic mechanisms he designed.34 There are no significant consequences presented for failing either imperative. Should a man fail to live a sufficiently pious[footnoteRef:44] life, he is simply passed along in the cycle of reincarnation, at worst spending lifetimes inhabiting 'lower' animal forms.[footnoteRef:45]  [42:  A notable exception should be made here for the Kore Kosmou, a mostly-complete text found among the excerpts discovered in the library of Joannes Stobaeus. I have intentionally left the Kore Kosmou out of my analysis because it is not included in the Corpus Hermeticum nor the Asclepius, and the doctrine within it is significantly different in character from either. ]  [43:  Herm., Corp. IV:2, 151. A more detailed account is found in Herm., Corp. X:4b-7, 189-191.]  [44:  Piety in the Hermetica is an interesting subject. There is no concrete definition given for what it means to be pious, but it is one of the greatest virtues of man. Nearest I can surmise, piety is intertwined with wisdom and philosophical inquiry; to be pious is to align oneself with the Good, and thus God, which is typically done through study and contemplation. Some texts may also ascribe an aspect of asceticism, with varying levels of severity, to piety. See Herm., Corp. XI(ii):20b, 221; Herm., Ascl. III:29b, 371; and Herm., Stobaei Hermetica excerpt 11b:2, 391.]  [45:  Herm., Corp. X:8a, 193. ] 

	Many of these elements are reflections of the Timaeus, but more in function than in form. That is to say, the underlying themes are inherited, but beyond both being framed as dialogues, the Timaeus and the Poimandres are utterly different in both sequence and rhetorical style. 
Reducing the Timaeus's cosmogony into stages might look like this: First, the universe is in a state of disordered chaos. The composition of this chaos is not elucidated except to specify that it is visible.[footnoteRef:46] Second, God takes control of this chaos and brings order to it by creating the body of the Cosmos,[footnoteRef:47] which is a living creature composed of the elements of fire (for visibility) and earth (for tangibility), bound together by ratios of water and air. Simultaneous to this, God creates Soul, an essential component of which is rationality, and with which he fills the body of the Cosmos. Third, he creates Time, alongside which he creates the seven planetary bodies "for the determining and preserving of the numbers of Time."[footnoteRef:48] Fourth, God populates the Cosmos with more living creatures. He makes one class of creature for each of the four Empedoclean elements: the gods (stars) made of fire; the birds of the air; the fish in water; and the terrestrial creatures upon the earth. Fifth, God creates the generations of other divinities, which we can recognise as the Ancient Greek pantheon, beginning with Ge and Uranus. And finally, he instructs all the gods he has made in the art of creation and tasks them with creating the remaining creatures — most notably humans. His final instruction to these lesser gods contains his imperative for man: that "he that has lived his appointed time well shall return again to his abode in his native star, and shall gain a life that is blessed and congenial ; but whoso has failed therein shall be changed …"[footnoteRef:49] In other words, the objective of man is to live as good and godly a life as he can, and upon his death attain immortality. Failing this results in a cycle of hierarchical reincarnation similar to that of the Hermetica.[footnoteRef:50] [46:  Plato, Timaeus, Critias, Cleitophon, Menexenus, Epistles, trans. by R.G. Bury, (1929; reis., London, Harvard University Press, 2005), 55.]  [47:  Spelling of 'Cosmos' is adjusted here to be consistent with quotations from Bury's translation of the Timaeus.]  [48:  Plato, Timaeus, 79.]  [49:  Plato, Timeaus, 91-93.]  [50:  Plato, Timaeus, 93.] 

	The differences in sequence between the Timaeus and the paralleled Poimandres-Genesis myths are obvious, but the most profound difference is that of style. Where Genesis and the Poimandres both are relayed as a narrative of events, the Timaeus is more akin to a keynote lecture. The eponymous Timaeus presents to his peers a series of questions and explanations, generously supplemented with detailed mathematical and geometrical theorems, all in service of his aim to provide a complete account of the creation of the Cosmos. His dialogue is rife with declarative statements and almost instructional passages. Consider: 
[…] We must first investigate concerning [the Cosmos] that primary question which has to be investigated at the outset in every case,—namely, whether it has existed always, having no beginning or generation, or whether it has come into existence, having begun from some beginning. It has come into existence ; for it is visible and tangible and possessed of a body ; and all such things are sensible, and things sensible, being apprehensible by opinion with the aid of sensation, come into existence, as we saw, and are generated. And that which has come into existence must necessarily, as we say, have come into existence by reason of some Cause.[footnoteRef:51] [51:  Plato, Timaeus, 51.] 

In his recounting of God's creation, Timaeus includes detailed explanations of how precisely each thing was made. Each such passage is reinforced with semantic elucidation of the Demiourgos's purpose in performing each task. Consider this passage, wherein the Demiourgos prepares the materials for the lesser gods to create man: 
Thus He spake, and once more into the former bowl, wherein He had blended and mixed the Soul of the Universe, He poured the residue of the previous material, mixing it in somewhat the same manner, yet no longer with a uniform and invariable purity, but second and third in degree of purity. And when He had compounded the whole He divided it into souls equal in number to the stars, and each several soul He assigned to one star, and setting them each as it were in a chariot He showed them the nature of the Universe, and declared unto them the laws of destiny[...].[footnoteRef:52] [52:  Plato, Timaeus, 91. This passage continues for an entire page longer. For an even more detailed example, see the creation of Soul on pages 65-75. It much better exemplifies this phenomenon, but I deemed it far too long to reasonably quote here.] 

The mechanics of this style of creation differ significantly from the Poimandres-Genesis narrative, where God operated primarily through the mechanism of speech. By taking the process of creation quite literally into his own hands, Plato's God truly lives up to the title of "craftsman" (δημιουργος) working tirelessly to bring about his masterpiece rather than issuing a series of commands (e.g. "Let there be light"[footnoteRef:53]). It is also salient to mention one detail left out of the above summary of the Timaeus creation: that it begins not with God, but with a discussion of the Forms. The Forms are the eternal, perfect archetypes on which Plato's Demiourgos modeled his creations — a cosmic blueprint, if you will. These represent a distinct feature of the Platonic cosmogony that is not quite inherited by the Hermetica, though there are occasional allusions to it.[footnoteRef:54] Though it is beyond the scope of this paper to delve too far into the theory of Forms, they are significant in immediately establishing and reinforcing the central theme of craftsmanship, while simultaneously subverting the notion of God as omnipotent ruler. [53:  Gen. 1:3, NRSVue.]  [54:  One such example, from Poimandres to Hermes: "'You have seen in your mind the archetypal form, which is prior to the beginning of things, and is limitless.'" Herm., Corp. I:8a, 117.] 

	Undeniably, the Platonic — and by extension the Hermetic — view of the universe is an optimistic one, believing that the Kosmos is by nature beautiful and good, and its Maker even more so. We see this in the somewhat circular logic employed by Timaeus and later Hermes Trismegistos, as well as in the Hermetica's imperative of man detailed previously: both operate on the presupposition that the Kosmos are beautiful and good, and thus the Demiourgos must be a being of perfect Goodness to be capable of crafting something so eternally good. Likewise, an eternally good Demiourgos is only capable of crafting a good universe, else he would not himself be truly good. As Timaeus explains, "He was good, and in him that is good no envy ariseth ever concerning anything ; and being devoid of envy He desired that all should be, as far as possible, like unto Himself. [...] For Him who is most good it neither was nor is permissible to perform any action save what is most fair.[footnoteRef:55] This ideal of goodness is extended to humanity in the imperative of earning immortality and cosmic ascension through making oneself as like unto God — and thus, as good — as a flawed mortal being can be.[footnoteRef:56]  [55:  Plato, Timaeus, 55.]  [56:  Both the Timaeus and the Hermetica provide their own take on how humanity is flawed and subject to turbulence. Broadly it is either due to flawed design by the lesser gods charged with man's creation, as seen in Plato, Timaeus, 93-99, or due to the imperfections of the sensible world subjecting man to material desires, as seen repeatedly in the Hermetica; e.g. Herm., Corp. I:18-21, 125.] 

Contrast this with the Genesis imperative, helpfully stated in a direct command from God: "Be fruitful and multiply, abound on the earth and have dominion over it."[footnoteRef:57] A number of salient assertions can be gleaned from the first three chapters of Genesis. First and most apparent is that the universe operates on hierarchies of power, with the Kyrios as the highest authority. It was he, after all, who created the cosmos, their contents, and inhabitants. It is he who issues commands to the very universe itself, and all within it, and he who enforces his commands through divine punishment. The next assertion is that the Kyrios is good, and it is good to obey him. This is an implicit but necessary premise to accept for any Abrahamic faith to have merit. It is also intertwined with the third assertion: that failing to obey the Kyrios leads to punishment. In Genesis alone, there is little explicit exposition of the goodness of the Kyrios, but much said about obedience. Numerous examples are given of humans transgressing the commands of the Kyrios and earning swift retribution; starting, of course, with the original sin of Eve and Adam in Eden, and including the Great Flood which aimed to exterminate most of humanity for their collective wickedness. The final assertion I wish to highlight, which does not receive much direct attention but is vital to the nature of the Old Testament, is that there are forces working against the will of the Kyrios. There is conflict at the center of the Old Testament's doctrine. The precise nature of this opposition is the subject of great debate and beyond the purview of this paper, but can be seen in numerous examples. The serpent of Eden is the earliest example, but the opposition need not be embodied so tangibly; as the Kyrios says to Cain, "sin is lurking at your door; its desire is for you, but you must master it."[footnoteRef:58]  [57: Echoing the original imperative given in Gen. 1:28, this particular phrasing is from Gen. 9:7, NRSVue.]  [58:  Gen. 4:7, NRSVue.] 

	As mentioned throughout my summary, many of the above points may not be declared explicitly in the text, but they are easily read from the language of the Old Testament and demonstrated in each story. In some ways, the text presupposes its own conclusions. There is little need, for example, to declare that the Kyrios is good and powerful — we can glean that from seeing his power at work in the creation and subsequent ruling of the world. Likewise, we can see that disobedience meets punishment through the many examples on display. The language of the text does much of this work as well: frequently, passages will invoke judgement on the actions of humans through harsh wording and accusations of wickedness or sin. Altogether, these stylistic elements reinforce a view of the universe that is not so wholly optimistic as the Platonic tradition: it is not the cosmos itself that is good, but the Kyrios and his followers, whom must be constantly wary of hostile influence from the opposition. This is a universe, too, with severe and often permanent consequences for failure — defined primarily by disobedience.
Next to the Kyrios, the theological imperative of the Demiourgos is utterly forgiving. As outlined previously, the greatest consequence for man is an extended — but never permanent — separation from or perhaps ignorance of the splendour of the intelligible world. There is little in the way of punitive morality or moral dualism; no enemies, no wickedness, no demand for obedience or submission. When the language of 'evil' is invoked in the Hermetica, it is not with the same sinful connotations as the same word appearing in the Old Testament. Theories of evil in the Hermetica are not a monolith, but generally follow the privation theory of evil inherited from the Platonic tradition: that evil is defined by the absence of or distance from 'the Good,' which here is functionally synonymous with the Demiourgos himself. In various libelli, evil may also have connotations of asceticism: the physical, or 'sensible,' world is full of 'perturbations' and passions that distract one from devoting themselves to piety, and thus God; i.e. "If you do not make yourself equal to God, you cannot apprehend God; for like is known by like,"[footnoteRef:59] and conversely, "it is the height of evil not to know God."[footnoteRef:60] Additionally, evil is likened to an inevitable, natural phenomenon, rather than the machinations of a malicious being. Consider: [59:  Herm., Corp. XI(ii):20b, 221.]  [60:  Herm., Corp. XI(ii):21b, 223.] 

Evil and foulness are accidents which follow on the making of things, just as rust forms on metal, or dirt collects on a man's body ; but the metal-worker did not make the rust, nor did the father who beget the body make the dirt. And even so, God is not the author of evil ; but it is the lasting on of the things made that causes evil to break out on them. And that is why God has subjected things to change ; for by transmutation the things made are purged of evil.[footnoteRef:61] [61:  Herm., Corp. XIV:7, 261.] 

This theory of evil allows for a much less judgemental — and therefore less punitive — approach to morality, and by extension God himself. The Demiourgos does not mete out punishment nor enforce his rules. The gate is open to those willing to dedicate themselves to the pursuit of it. There is no sin so grievous that man cannot redeem himself. 
Additionally, one of the greatest sins in Genesis — to aspire to be like the Kyrios, and in doing so challenge his authority — is the greatest virtue and ultimate goal of the Platonic and Hermetic doctrines. To demonstrate this essential contrast, I present two parallel myths: the Garden of Eden, and the basin of Mind. In the Garden of Eden, Adam and Eve are given one rule: eat not of the fruit from the tree of knowledge. They are not told why, only that they will die if they eat it.[footnoteRef:62] To eat of this fruit would grant them knowledge of good and evil and make them "like God."[footnoteRef:63] Eve is tempted by the serpent, who reveals to her the true nature of the tree, and she and Adam partake. The Kyrios learns of this disobedience and immediately punishes them: they are both cast out of the utopian Garden and thus subject to eventual death; Eve — and through her all future women — is cursed with great pain in childbirth and subordination to her husband; and Adam is forced to labour for the rest of his days. Eve's punishment in particular is poignant in reaffirming the theme of dominion; for disobeying the rule of God, she is punished by subjection to yet more dominion via Adam.  [62:  Gen. 3:3, NRSVue.]  [63:  Gen. 3:5, NRSVue.] 

In libellus IV of the Corp., Hermes Trismegistos presents the following parable. It is unclear whether this is meant to be understood literally or as an analogy:
Tat. Tell me then, father, why did not God impart mind[footnoteRef:64] to all men? [64:  Mind here should be understood to have connotations of divinity: "mind" in the Hermetica is the most divine part of being. It is only mildly reductive to say God in the Hermetica is a personification of the supracosmic intellect of the collective universe — or, in other words, the supreme Mind. When Hermes refers here to men receiving a share of mind, he is referring to divine wisdom, or perhaps enlightenment, through which humans draw closer to God.] 

Hermes. It was his will, my son, that mind should be placed in the midst as a prize that human souls may win.
Tat. And where did he place it?
Hermes. He filled a great basin with mind, and sent it down to earth ; and he appointed a herald, and bade him make proclamation to the hearts of men : 'Hearken, each human heart ; dip yourself in this basin, if you can, recognizing for what purpose you have been made, and believing that you shall ascend to Him who sent the basin down.' Now those who gave heed to the proclamation, and dipped themselves in the basin of mind, these men got a share of gnosis ; they received mind, and so became complete men.[footnoteRef:65] [65:  Herm., Corp. IV:3-5, 151.] 

There are three salient details herein. First is that the source of divine wisdom, the basin, was placed in the midst of humanity where any could partake. Second is that the Demiourgos not only placed the basin in reach of humanity, he appointed a herald to draw people to it. Third is that it was partaking in this basin and receiving the divine wisdom (gnosis) that 'completed' each recipient and brought them closer to God. The final note is not stated but implied: the Demiourgos wishes for his creations to share in his wisdom, and become like him. The workings of divinity and creation are not secrets to be withheld for fear of competition, they are to be sought out and revered.
	All taken into account, it is clear that, regarding the nature of God and underlying philosophies at play, the Hermetica is of undeniably Platonic lineage. That much was never up for debate. It is also true that there is noticeable contribution from other schools such as Stoicism, which are not covered in this paper. We return, then, to the question of how the Poimandres diverged so dramatically from the Timaeus, which should have been its forefather. More specifically, how is it that the Poimandres contains such precise parallels to Genesis? Walter Scott's assertion that any details of the Poimandres that appear similar to Genesis are no more than what "any Pagan might have picked up in occasional talks with Jews"[footnoteRef:66] seems insufficient an explanation, given the extent and precision of the details in question. It fails also to account for how those details represent distinct departures from Platonic cosmogony. [66:  Herm., Introduction, 12. ] 

	The question of Jewish or early Christian influence on the Hermetica is one that warrants further research before a satisfactory conclusion can be reached — if one can indeed be found. It has occurred to me in the course of my writing that the Old Testament influence may not have been the result of early Christian crossover as I originally assumed, given the similar time frame in which Christianity and the Hermetica were developing, but perhaps occurred further back in the lineage of Neoplatonists. Future direction for this study will focus on identifying prominent checkpoints in the development of Platonic metaphysics between the time of Plato and the composition of the Hermetica. Alongside this, I also intend to seek out opportunities to examine the reception of Jewish theology in the Greek esoteric and philosophical traditions — and those of Hellenised Egypt —  to identify possible points of influence. 
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