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Hermetic Spirituality and the Historical Imagination

In Egypt during the first centuries of the Common Era, men and women
would meet discreetly in their homes, in temple sanctuaries, or in sol-
itary places to learn a powerful practice of spiritual liberation. They
thought of themselves as followers of Hermes Trismegistus, the legend-
ary master of ancient wisdom. While many of their writings are lost,
those that survived have been interpreted primarily as philosophical
treatises about theological topics. Wouter J. Hanegraaff challenges this
dominant narrative by demonstrating that Hermetic literature was con-
cerned with experiential practices intended for healing the soul from
mental delusion. The Way of Hermes involved radical alterations of
consciousness in which practitioners claimed to perceive the true nature
of reality behind the hallucinatory veil of appearances. Hanegraaff
explores how practitioners went through a training regime that involved
luminous visions, exorcism, spiritual rebirth, cosmic consciousness, and
union with the divine beauty of universal goodness and truth to attain
the salvational knowledge known as gnosis.

Wouter J. Hanegraaff is Professor of History of Hermetic Philosophy
and Related Currents at the University of Amsterdam. He is the author
of six monographs, including New Age Religion and Western Culture
(1996) and Esotericism and the Academy (2012), and editor of eight
collective works, including the Dictionary of Gnosis and Western
Esotericism (2005).
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In the spring of 1991, I bought a copy of the Corpus Hermeticum, in a
brand-new Dutch translation that had just recently been published. There
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Bibliotheca Philosophica Hermetica in Amsterdam. This privately funded
research library was in the midst of building up the world’s largest collec-
tion of original editions and secondary literature about Hermetic philoso-
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as well. As a young scholar in the early stages of my Ph.D. research at the
University of Utrecht, I was fascinated by these developments and eager
to learn more about those mysterious Hermetic writings. I happened to
be part of a small reading group focused on “gnostic” traditions, and
still have a written copy of a presentation I apparently gave in this con-
text, titled “Salvation by Gnosis in the Corpus Hermeticum” — my first
embryonic attempt at understanding what the Hermetic literature was
all about. But as I kept coming back to these texts during the years that
followed, I could never shake off the uncomfortable feeling that some-
how, something remained less than fully convincing about how these
texts were being discussed in the scholarly literature or translated into
modern languages. What, if anything, was missing? This book is my
attempt to answer that question in the only way that such questions can
be answered, by going all the way ad fontes.
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on such a project at all if it had not been for two people who changed the
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Philosophy and Related Currents (HHP), created at the University of
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