Conclusion


The socio-historical model advanced in this study is more than a adjunct to textual exegesis; it is a necessary component of any attempt to explain the deep-seated Egyptian presence in Gnostic thought. For it is the ancient emanationist tree which bears the aeonial fruit, and the widespread popular appeal of the Isis and Osiris story, unbroken from Old Kingdom until well into Roman times, manifests this same mythological resource that Hellenistic religious thought was to draw from. With its emphasis upon the apophatic source, its self-generation of male and female polarities, its primal triad, and subsequent hypostases forming ogdoads, enneads and the like, the Egyptian theogonic family predates Greek thought by millennia, and is not in itself Persian, Jewish, or remotely Christian. Arising from this foundation is an entire range of compelling evidence for specific Egyptian mythological features carried on into Gnostic thought: the youngest and wisest goddess wishing to “know” the Parent for example, the flight of the goddess to a desolate realm, the Heliopolitan ogdoad showing up almost verbatim, the unfolding explorations of the Memphite word, or Nun appearing where he should upon the edge of theogonic order. Yet even if we lacked these specific supports, the mind-set or attitude, would demarcate the pervasive Egyptian rubric. I have therefore tried to answer the question: by what type of person, and by what means, were these themes carried through into Gnostic thought?


Gnostic textuality in Egypt rests upon the foundations of Egyptian religious thought. I have shown that Coptic cannot be considered to be a Christian phenomenon in its conception, and that the reality of spoken Egyptian in Alexandria, with its liberal use of Greek loan words, arises out of the complex social reality of bilingual Graeco-Egyptians and Egypto-Greeks 100 B.C.E.-300 C.E.. “Bilingual” does not just suggest the model of two races with a select group of literati, on either side of the divide, who eventually learn the other’s language; rather, it pertains, in Ptolemaic and Roman Alexandria and Memphis in particular, to a host of social classes that were born and raised within the mythological shadow of two cultures. It bespeaks the synthesis that a child with a Greek father and Egyptian mother must achieve as one of his or her earliest cultural accomplishments. This result is apparent in the first century B.C.E. among classes that, while literate, could hardly be considered the literati; how much more so must be the influence among those who became the philosophers and priests in this turbulent age?  Theirs was the daunting task of assimilating Greek and Egyptian thought, Jewish, Persian, and Christian, in a world in a state of dramatic flux. The Egypto-Greeks in Alexandria and Memphis certainly considered themselves to be Egyptian, and it requires no great imaginative leap to posit, again even without the early textual examples for pre-Christian Coptic that we possess, the formulation of a written mode of the current Egyptian vernacular using the Greek alphabet.


I have not decisively proven this to be the case for the obvious reason that we do not possess a cache of Coptic documents that can be definitely dated to this early period. It is extremely difficult to pursue any particular theme in this period because of a massive loss of documentation. However, the larger point about bilinguality is central and well-established. The potent effect here is that it opens the process of Gnostic theologising to the deep well-springs of Egyptian religious thought which surrounded the philosopher-priest in Egypt at every turn; conversely, it opened Egyptian sensibilities to Greek ratiocination and heterodoxy with respect to a varied and vast array of sacred texts now available in Greek. This said, however, Egypto-Greek syncretistic endeavours in Egypt remained very much grounded in ancient Egyptian theological precepts and this is an indirect result of the large-scale editorialising efforts of priests in the Ptolemaic temples. Without the inscriptural renaissance of Ptolemaic, made possible by the building projects of the Ptolemies, Egyptology would be vastly impoverished in its understanding of Egyptian thought; likewise, the impact of a still-vibrant Egyptian theology upon the new dualist creeds would have been far less pronounced without the continued activities of these priesthoods. It is beyond the scope of this study to attempt to delimit redactional patterns in Ptolemaic inscriptional evidence by way of demonstrating a specific and revisionary Ptolemaic religious view.
  However, even a cursory survey of Ptolemaic shows its revolutionary aspects in terms of form and content.
  Within the temples this picture of a simple reinscribing of the sacred texts in brushed-up Middle Egyptian must be seen to be far more complicated than that; we must also emphasise that the Ptolemies were not intending to simply appease “Egyptians” with this – they were responding to the seminal influence of the Egypto-Greek/Graeco-Egyptian literati and politicos in Alexandria and Memphis. From these religious foundations, directly and indirectly, Gnosis arose in Egypt.


Yet another foundation for Gnostic thought in Egypt pertains to the widespread rise of dualist thought in the ancient Near East and here, as with the above concern about Gnostic textuality, the magical papyri are critical. These texts bear witness to Egyptian sensibilities undergoing a radical transformation in mood, one that amounts to a recontextualisation of the deep-seated Egyptian understanding of Ma’at. The king was always seen as the symbolic and literal executor of Ma’at in Egyptian history, a benign demiurgic sustainer of Egypt’s divine role in the larger cosmogonic setting. With the eradication of this rule through foreign subjugation some Egyptian theologians were forced to develop theodicies, the very wellspring of Egyptian Gnostic motivation. In this, they turned to the ancient understanding of disorder, of the “inimical gods” forever threatening their land and the afterlife of the soul. 


It is well established that extensive libraries of Egyptian religious texts were available for study in this time period, some quite possibly translated and kept in the Ptolemaic libraries in Alexandria, the majority carefully guarded in the individual temple complexes where they served as the hieratic font for the ongoing transcription into hieroglyphic, and a reference for proper temple observances.
  The assumption of power by the ethnarch Petubastis (120-75 B.C.E.), High-Priest in Memphis, at a time when Greeks were entering the Egyptian priesthood, surely marks the pivotal point for the development of proto-Gnostic thought in Egypt. At a time just prior, or during, the period to which we can ascribe with some certainty the formation of an Egyptian Gnostic text, Eugnostos the Blessed, the phenomenon of bilingual Egyptian priests is perfectly emblematised in this extremely important spiritual leader for the nation, son-in-law of Euergetes II. What policies and examples did this remarkable figure set for the philosophers and priests of his day?  Alas, this must remain speculative, but at the very least we can be sure he was sympathetic to the Egypto-Greek priests in his care, to their need to synthesise theological elements from the two cultures, for such was his own unavoidable mandate and interest. To Greek and Egyptian alike, Petubastis, on the one hand, represented the Greek mind and heart at one in the Great Hall of Egyptian religion; on the other, his was an image of Egyptian religiosity offering up Ma’at with the full weight and authority of Hellenistic political power. This man stands as an important figure in any discussion about Graeco-Egyptian religious “syncretisms”, for he himself fused both races, both religious views, as well as Church and State. We are not surprised to note the Vienna stela recording his funeral as a state occasion: “in his train there marched the dukes of Egypt, members of the Egyptian priesthood, and various bodies representing the nation” (82.1.11).


Eugnostos the Blessed evidences a distinct Heliopolitan-derived emanationist system; this, along with its lack of archaic attributes suggests a lower Egyptian provenance, and it need hardly be stressed that Heliopolis was a very short distance across the Nile and downstream from Memphis. This text demonstrates precisely the sort of synthesis we would expect as a result of Graeco Egyptian interaction following upon the heels of Petubastis’ tenure.


We must be acutely aware of the limitations of our sources. Most of the magical and Gnostic texts that we have form a discrete window into this world, located in the late fourth century C.E., and confined to the Thebaid hinterland. With Gnostic thought in particular, one is struck by the disparity between the Nag Hammadi corpus and patristic accounts of the Alexandrian teachers and their disciples. It is compelling in this regard to see that these late-period Gnostic texts in the main support the overall thesis herein advanced. To be sure, some of these texts can be dated much earlier than their time of burial, and others can be assigned provisional locations in Egypt; however, a number of interpretative problems prevent us from really understanding who collected these texts and why, and most importantly what redactive processes went into their final formulation. The salient problem here is that, with a few notable exceptions, the tractates buried in the Gebel al Tarif in general do not manifest the high level of Hellenistic Gnosis which peaked in Alexandria over two centuries earlier. We have no reason to doubt the general evidence of Patristic evidence in this regard which could not help but admire the rhetorical skills of Valentinus while attempting to refute him, or the seminal influence and sophistication of Basileides as found in the polemics of Hippolytus and Irenaeus. Yet we do not have one tractate which can be conclusively linked to any of the major Gnostic figures that we know of in that city. It is ironic indeed that we owe much to the patristic writers for having any glimpses at all of textual Alexandria in the first few centuries. 
And so the first task undertaken was an attempt to establish the social milieu of Gnosis in Egypt. A second essential labour demonstrated the textual foundations in earlier phases of Egyptian religious history for the rise of Gnosis in late antiquity. It remains to be asked how modern literary-critical theory can aid us in our understanding of the literary output of the Egyptian Gnostics. 


A main concern I have developed herein devolves from Edward Said’s views on “orientalism” and I am targeting the impact this discursive dynamic has had in the fields of Christian Origins and Classical Studies in particular, two disciplines which exert a decisive influence upon the rather anaemic field of “Gnostic Studies”. These two subsets of the orientalist approach, insofar as they can be seen to exist in these fields, are identified by their discursive consistencies, and many of Said’s larger indictments ring true. The orient, for the orientalist, displays a disdain for mental discipline, philosophical concepts, and rational interpretation. Its very language is seen to be inferior, and its literary output is not to be taken all that seriously. The orient needs to be rescued (by the orientalist) from its alienating otherness, its strangeness, stagnation, and obscurity.
  The full significance of oriental “syncretisms” is discarded in a series of reductions and transformations which entrench the pre-eminence of occidental religious and philosophical modes of thought over oriental: “history, in such a union”, as Said notes, “is radically attenuated if not banished”.
  What takes over is a rhetorical momentum generated within the discourse itself, a self-referentiality that deflects non-orientalist, or simply unorthodox perspectives as a matter of course. What poses as science is in fact a discourse and, as Said observes, this system of knowledge is “less a place than a topos”, a textual set of references, characteristics, that originate in a quotation, a citation from someone’s work on the orient, etc.
 


My identification of Christian Origins and Classical Studies as the main obfuscators in this regard, gives rise to a literary-critical concern raised by Foucault: “the author function”. All of the hegemonic concerns of orientalist bias are at play here, for Foucault turns the optic around and notes that the author is simply “not there” but is a function of the characteristics of our discourse, of necessity operating within the play of signs with which we empower it.
  The more general concerns of orientalism can thus be focused onto one sharp literary-critical point and the wedge can be effectively driven in here: if the whole notion of authorship is in large measure spurious, or is at least a construct internally generated by scholarly opinion without effective recourse to social history, what is left with respect to the “Gnostic phenomenon”?  


I do not wish to push Foucault’s criticism beyond a certain point, for while the agenda of orientalism often operate against a backdrop of authorial fictiveness (and I would maintain that allowing an author to remain a cipher itself powerfully contributes to authorial fictiveness), I have attempted to create a psychological and political profile of the Gnostic author, especially with respect to the Gnostic deconstructive approach to language, but also in terms of a didactic conservatism linked with the Egyptian priestly classes, as we have seen. In short, I refer rhetoric back to its practical effects, in particular the environment within which it was originally generated. The social and political reality of the Gnostic rhetor must be ascertained if we are to understand Gnostic rhetoric. As George Steiner puts it:

An informed, avid awareness of the history of the relevant language, of the transforming energies of feeling which make of syntax a record of social being, is indispensable. One must master the temporal and local setting of one’s text, the moorings which attach even the most idiosyncratic of poetic expressions to the surrounding idiom. Familiarity with an author, the kind of restive intimacy which demands knowledge of all his work, of the best and the botched, of juvenilia and opus posthumum, will facilitate understanding at any given point.


I speak of “a psychological and political profile” of the Gnostic author as we have no clear links between text and author in the Gnostic array, with the exception of Mani, although in the context of Egypt this, too, is problematic. Of necessity we must settle for a generalised bipolar Gnostic imago, one that perpetuates Egyptian religiosity in the contrary modes of Archaic and Hellenistic Gnosis. We have situated the Gnostics in terms of the social history of the country they lived and died in. We must concur with Foucault and note that the fire that drives rhetoric is essentially sexual and political or, to echo Kenneth Burke: “rhetoric is what things will do to us and for us”.
  Whether one is writing a novel or “spinning out” the idea for a bomb, there is no difference in principle: “each is but tracking down and carrying out the resources of his terminology”.
  I would therefore ask what the Gnostic author trying to do with language in a political light. For Antonio Gramsci, hors de combat following incarceration at the hands of fascism, pragmatism equals the political, and the political will strives towards consensus and hegemony, either through liberating leadership, or repressive coercion. The text is political, embedded in the larger array of political texts, and it either tantalises the individual’s will to be free, or it signals the first tentacles of the new ideology within which s/he is condemned to be subjugated. It is all  political, even allowing for the most vigorous emphasis upon individuality, for the individual qua individual exists only in relation to others:

That ethical “improvement” is purely individual is an illusion and an error: the synthesis of the elements constituting individuality is “individual”, but it cannot be realised and developed without an activity directed outward, modifying external relations both with nature and, in varying degrees, with other men... For this reason one can say that man is essentially “political” since it is through the activity of transforming and consciously directing other men that man realises his “humanity”, his “human nature”.

An Alexandrian Gnostic, at least following Diocletian’s edict against the Manichaeans in 297 C.E., and a century later with the decree of Theodosius against anything autochthonic, would have appreciated the Gramscian perspective on hegemony, and the above stance on individualism is tacitly contained in the Gnostic myth of Anthropos. The “hegemonic” and political will obvious in Archaic Gnosis is to be also found in the reflexive indirections of Hellenistic Gnosis. Reduced to the most basic rhetorical level, both exhibit a need to persuade, and one might say that those Gnostic tractates that manifest a spirit of revolt against traditional forms of religious knowledge were written by a disinherited class of intellectuals in an occupied country. I draw in Gramsci to illustrate a similarity in their respective historical conditions, more essentially to underline a consequent perspective upon knowledge that both employ. Theirs is not specifically a revolt against traditional knowledge per se, rather it is an implacable critique of the authority, or hegemony, that presumes to empower knowledge in particular ways. It is this realisation that prompts revaluation:

The realisation of a hegemonic apparatus, in so far as it creates a new ideological terrain, determines a reform of consciousness and of methods of knowledge: it is a fact of knowledge, a philosophical fact.


I have raised the problems that are to be associated with this pragmatic “referring back” of discourse to its historical situatedness, for while the motivations of the heresiological polemicist are clear enough given the sort of textual red flags the Gnostics were waving, not enough has been said about Gnostic polemical intent in a political and social context. Burke’s essentially deconstructive approach to the actual meaning of words is tempered by his focus upon what language does, and this constant reversion to the pragmatic realm falls in line with the concerns of Said and Foucault about the sexual and political heat of history, endlessly generating texts. As early as the second century C.E. this was the perceived distinction between orthodoxy and heresy, a clash of attitudes very particular to this time and place. Archaic Gnosis manifests a larger Egyptian “intransigence” stoked by a repressive foreign regime; Hellenistic Gnosis, in addition, suggests an Alexandrian poetic disdain for the authoritarian discourse of Church and State: it is the clash of a fluidly mythopoeic and intuitive Graeco-Egyptian hybrid religiosity, with “the stern, masculine, laconic tenor of Roman culture”.


We can give these voices back to the author through enucleation of the hermetic Greek world of Gnosis that scholarship has erected, and thus understand the plethora of Egyptian influences that are shot through the phenomenon of Gnosis. This moves us yet closer to apprehending what sort of person the Egyptian Gnostic actually was. This architectonic, most especially as it devolves upon this construct of what Foucault termed the “author function” in the dynamics of discourse, is a critical issue to address. While Said’s critique is effective, especially as it targets the more grotesque abuses of textual (mis)appropriation, one cannot pretend that a pure discourse completely free from orientalising assumptions is possible. This is too much the hysterically pluralist agenda now current, where all criticism and debate over the worth of differences is effectively stifled by the Newspeak of politically correct inclusivism. As Bloom puts it: “Interpretation is implicitly hierarchical, and cannot proceed without a usurpation of authority”.
  We are at least aware, therefore, of our own limitations. I see the Gnostic phenomenon in Egypt as being essentially oriental, as pagan, specifically Egyptian with respect to many of its deepest precepts. I see it both as an avant-garde literary genre fostered by the oriental yearning to be free from historical bondage; yet also advancing tendentious orthodoxies in the purest sense of the word. It is no coincidence that this side of the Gnostic equation was the most successful in advancing its phantasmagorical cosmologies: Manichaeism carried the Oriental banner of Gnosis forward in open conflict across the entire Mediterranean basin and was successful far beyond the means or desires of its more reflexive Gnostic cousins.   


“Oriental” is not an exclusive term, no more so than is the appellative “Hellenistic” in this time-period. The discrete pictures of occidental Greek and Roman, and oriental Egyptian, Syrian, and Persian, have traditionally formed the outer panels of a textual triptych, one which can be seen to be forever tending inwards, and back outwards, from the larger syncretistic collage in the centre. The textual infrastructures mirror the social as I have tried to show, themselves offering up a picture of blurred distinctions. To insist upon sharpening up the lines here and there is to miss the point of the entire canvas, drifting instead to the more familiar polarities. The basis of Christian orthodoxy in the second century following the passing of a non-fulfilled apocalypticism embody precisely this reactionary and reverse movement to the polarised occident from the central religious heterodox spirit of the times. The writings of Celsus (ca. 178 C.E.), one of the very few anti-Christian “pagan” philosophical sources to have survived the book burnings of early Roman Christianity (this due to the fact that his writings were embedded in Origen), excoriates, lampoons, and ultimately logically refutes Christian thought in his masterwork On the True Doctrine. Celsus speaks for the entire heterodoxy of the pagan world in his reaction to Christian ideology:

Why should we not worship gods?  I mean, if it is accepted that all of nature – everything in the world – operates according to the will of God and that nothing works contrary to his purposes, then it must also be accepted that the angels, the demons, heroes – everything in the universe – are subject to the will of the great God who rules over all ... The notion that one cannot serve many masters is the sort of thing one would expect of the race of Christians – an eccentric position, but one perhaps predictable of a people who have cut themselves off from the rest of civilisation.

It need hardly be stressed that without the existence of an exclusivist orthodoxy there can be no heresy. Some 2000 pages of “Gnostic” manuscript have come down to us thus far. More interesting than the obsessive work done on a small group of selected texts by a small group of specialists in a few fields, is the exclusion of the majority and indifference to a Sitz that has been left a virtual void. Said’s larger point is that we allow ourselves to be silent about the actual historical and social world (of the Oriental) that we have appropriated. Textuality has been surgically removed from the circumstances that engendered it in the first instance, and so we have a Foucaultian “structure of punishment” erected about those authors that have been made to inhabit the orientalist panopticon. They are observed and transformed, disciplined and reorganised, by the applied scholarly dynamic of consensus. Insofar as their Egyptian voice is not being allowed to speak to us, we are presented with an alarmingly fictive author function in Gnostic thought, one that is self-disciplining to follow Foucault’s model.


This is interesting, because the implicit Hellenistic Gnostic deconstructionist stance towards language was itself arrayed against hierarchy, canonicity, the notion of complete textual authority placed upon the unimpeachable word – precisely the “political” contentiousness apparent in modern literary-critical theory, especially among the poststructuralists. How many traditionalist English professors now don the hat of Irenaeus and damn the young Gnostic “deconstructionists” in their midst?  This has everything to do with a perceived tearing up of the hallowed and respectful approach to texts, in favour of a pneumatic artistic integrity wherein Tradition and his Rules – the perennial “shh!” librarian – is kicked out the door and the texts mythopoeically reappropriated. Of all the religious groups to have had their true characteristics blanched by the orientalising author-function, the Gnostics are the most unlikely to remain quiescent. They appear to have understood exceedingly well the profound ethical and practical motivations that shape mythopoeic and ideological enterprises.


“Reappropriation” on the Gnostic side of the equation can be seen to be a euphemism for a radical and antithetical inversion. Bloom’s notion of “misprision” denotes an apparent contempt and failure to appreciate the value of something; in legal terms it is the spirit of wilful felony or treason.
  As this spirit can be seen to imbue a religious or philosophical stance, we note that it has its roots in skeptical thought. If proposition A is put forward, it is necessary that its antithesis, B, also be put forward to allow for a suspension of judgement, to allow one to remain a true seeker, which is the correct etymological root of skepsis. If Hegel is currently “in” and Schopenhauer “out”, then Gnostic misprision will demand that the reverse become the case in the Gnostic “shadow” department. If How Green was my Valley is on the literature curriculum and de Sade’s One Hundred Days of Sodom is off (not just off, but ruled to be off), then it must be brought in.
  Gnostic reversal required that proposition B be fully and mythopoeically explored, and so if the snake is evil in the orthodox view then the Gnostic myth will have the snake as a salvific figure; if Jahweh is the Supreme Deity in the Old Testament, then in the Gnostic view he is but an arrogant, boastful, and capricious Demiurge. As Jonas puts it: 

Instead of taking over the value-system of the traditional myth, it [Gnostic thought] proves the deeper “knowledge” by reversing the roles of good and evil, sublime and base, blest and accursed, found in the original. It tries, not to demonstrate agreement, but to shock by blatantly subverting the meaning of the most firmly established, and preferably also the most revered, elements of tradition. The rebellious tone of this type of allegory cannot be missed, and it therefore is one of the expressions of the revolutionary position which Gnosticism occupies in late classical culture.


The revolutionary/political attributes of Hellenistic Gnosis indicate a willing involvement in historical process, albeit indirectly, from a certain lofty remove, for Gnostic misprision can be seen to be a polemical throwing down of the glove, the act of a literary provocateur. In this it was much more exasperating to their opponents to engage in a guerrilla-war replete with undercover “Christian-Gnostics” and textual Trojan-horses. As opposed to setting up a counter-dogma, a clear drawing of battle-lines and battle plans in the grandiose Manichaean manner, the Gnostics enfiladed, raided textual “supply dumps” and formed a fifth column within the midst of orthodoxy. The Gnostics refused the role of “early Church theologians”; witness the departure from Rome of Valentinus who perhaps belatedly came to realise, only after journeying to the heart of orthodoxy, the perspicacity of his opponents in recognising the underlying oriental alienness of his theogony and, as a consequence, the full implications of political hierarchy. The Gnostics also refused the well-respected authority of philosophical discourse and thus maintained a boundary between themselves and occidental thought. This mythopoeic rim remains difficult to penetrate, for the root cause of this last evolution of Egyptian traditional thought, burning its brightest against the darkness of a Roman night, lies in their utter disenchantment with historical process itself. The theogonic foundations of their theologies, Egyptian both in breadth and depth as I have tried to show, also display a certain kinship with their conservative textual forbears that goes beyond all such theological specifics and is to be seen in terms of their text-obsessiveness. The Egyptian glyphs on the great Ptolemaic temples of the time display all of the didactic authoritarianism one might expect with respect to a world-view quintessentially “hegemonic”. In contrast to this the Hellenistic Gnostics were rogue intellectuals, virtual Bakunins of the time whose socialist utopia was the ideal of ideals: a pleroma located supernally. And yet even the most radical mythopoeic thinker, wedded to the heterodox renaissance of Alexandrian pluralism, was still obliged to operate within the mythos, within the practical realm. We make a grave mistake ourselves in idealising the so-called anti-historicism of Hellenistic Gnosis, for these tractates operated politically, in spite of all disclaimers, and a sympathetic view of their message had distinct, doubtless anticipated, political consequences. One could hardly seek to find a more suitable backdrop for this movement than the troublesome and anarchic intellectual centre of Alexandria under Roman rule. Even so, the Gnostic dilemma with respect to language and time is excruciating, for language is mendaciously “archontic” and the irony is that even a revolution to deconstruct the hegemonic must use hegemonic means, even presupposing that the goal will be that last historical-moment when the political process finally enters the pleroma of hegemony-free existence, presumably the non-historical – the dt eternal attained through the travails of nhh existence. With Gnostic thought we are presented with the fusion of incompatibles – a metaphysical idealism whose hands are inevitably dirtied with the individual will to power in earthly terms. 


Explicit to the Gnostic temperament was the view of history as tyranny, yet in contradistinction to the radical Manichaean message, the unfolding of the lower realm, and hence the Gnostic role therein, was seen to be theogonically necessary. This, too, is quintessentially Egyptian, in effect requiring a repositioning of Horus: the transposed and hypostasised Egyptian kingship becomes the great supernal boundary of Gnostic thought. Beneath this Egypt now endured the dark flood of historical oppression, mirroring the even deeper abyss of NOYN below. Schopenhauer saw the Will, a curious Nun-like ground of all being, as the originator of everything that is, also noting that this amoral impulse, this “endless blind striving” was only self-consciously aware in humankind. And so it is here that Gramsci’s distinction comes to the fore: it is all hegemonic, but there was seen to be a liberating upward drive of individualistic humanism, forever the accomplishment of the few with “antithetical knowledge” (Gramsci’s intellectuals were the Gnostic pneumatics), for the rest the downward fall of ideology darkened by deep ethical failures, mired in the entropic grasp of history, the emulous Heimarmene. 


The oppressive textual weight of the downward Gramscian drive is symbolised in the time of the Gnostics by the edicts issued against them by the Roman state, and the subsequent burning of the libraries in Alexandria by Christian mobs led by the infamous archbishop Theophilus ca. 400 C.E. The burning of these untold thousands of priceless documents at this time represents a disaster of the first order for the human mind, the repercussions of which are doubtless still with us. The Alexandrine renaissance began and ended with the libraries; in this the Egyptian preoccupation with the Word, theogonically melded to the heterodox nature of Hellenistic Gnosis at large, ended at the exact time the temples were shut down. Moreover, beyond the phenomena of Hellenistic Gnosis in Egypt there existed the supporting medium of Graeco-Roman heterodoxy now entering its own textual Götterdämmerung. This “pluralism of the mind”, like an electrical current, coursed between the posts of various libraries charged with an assemblage of  documents numbering hundreds of thousands of works. The vast majority of these priceless scrolls went up in flames by the end of the fourth century:

Unverified assertions that this or that library was consumed by fire often refer to successive conflagrations at a single site. This is true of both Alexandria and Antioch–where the Museum, we are told, went up in flames under Tiberius and again under Jovian. Traditions of this kind were confirmed by the melancholic experiences of war waged by Christianity against the old culture and its sanctuaries: which meant, against the libraries... Surveying this series of foundations, refoundations and disasters, we follow a thread that links together the various, and mostly vain, efforts of the Hellenistic-Roman world to preserve its books. Alexandria is the starting point and the prototype; its fate marks the advent of catastrophe, and is echoed in Pergamum, Antioch, Rome, Athens.


Gnostic thought in Egypt appeared at the very end of an incredibly vast period of independent religious expression. In no other civilisation is this concern with the word quite so apparent as in the ancient Egyptian. The destruction of temple and library, more effectively the criminalising of those who would work within those precincts, demarcates an abrupt end to a period of fusion begun some seven-hundred years earlier by the Ptolemies. 


I now reach the point where I might take my hermeneutic concerns to the task at hand: how does one read these inscriptions that confront one everywhere in Egypt, on almost every clear surface of an Egyptian temple, forming the most compelling fusion of a linguistic and structural architectonic ever attained by the human mind?  surely any hermeneutic developed here can be applied to Egyptian Gnostic texts?  The Egyptian Gnostics appeared within a medium that was obsessed with the literary, even before the formation of the philological crucible of Alexandria. There are two responses to these questions and it raises the issue of linguistic theory, specifically whether translation between different languages is possible. One pole would deem this enterprise to be futile, at least in terms of accomplishing a real textual cognisance that bears upon the intended and achieved rhetorical results peculiar to the time and place of the text: “what passes for translation is a convention of approximate analogies, a rough-cast similitude, just tolerable when the two relevant cultures are cognate, but altogether spurious when remote tongues and far-removed sensibilities are in question”.
  The other posits the underlying universality of human speech, attainable in spite of surface differences: “translation is realisable precisely because those deep-seated universals, genetic, historical, social, from which all grammars derive can be located and recognised as operative in every human idiom, however singular or bizarre its superficial forms”.
  I have obviously tended more towards the latter; however, it must be said that the limitations on our situating specific authors and texts and the social-history that generated them, the appalling lack of evidence out of Alexandria, must inevitably leave us in an interpretative gray zone. One can widen the optic indefinitely, incorporating a vast socio-historical and textual basis for one’s hermeneutic so as to attain various contrasts, but at some point closure is required; in this case it is the overall thesis that the proponents of Graeco-Roman Gnosis were heirs to the text-obsessed epiphany of Egyptian religiosity. However, this epiphany, in the sense of a moment resonant with higher human meaning, also turned upon its own basis for textual authority.


We again raise the importance and difficulty involved in developing a hermeneutic for a group of writers who were often ironically disposed towards language itself. It is clear that the Gnostics appreciated the linguistic reflection of the cosmos into a lower demiurgic realm of false stories and a higher realm of true insight. These were drawn out directly from the ancient Egyptian understanding of the split nature of eternity, as we have seen. We shall never directly hear from those Gnostics who felt that the linguistic medium was entirely mendacious for obvious reasons. However, the large amount of textual evidence that we possess demonstrates that the Gnostics were prepared to use the medium of the word in spite of the problems associated with it. There is no mistaking the irony in The Thunder: Perfect Mind when the female speaker launches into an extended first-person barrage of oxymoronic deconstructivisms; e.g. “I am the goddess and the whore... I am merciful and cruel... it is I who speaks and I who listens”, etc. We are entering here into an area of “literature” that embodies a fusion of philosophical and poetic modes of thought, what Harold Bloom calls “poetic metaphysics”. Bloom’s definition of the “strong poet” fixes itself upon the Gnostic as exemplar of “one who will not tolerate words that intervene between himself and the Word”.
 “Words”, small w, are incipiently mendacious, bound up as they are in the phenomenological flux of demiurgic time. If the Gnostic rhetor was obliged to pick up the demiurgic pen s/he would deconstruct and invert textual authority by way of compensation, and would attempt, as Bataille puts it, to express a “sovereign value”, even one compromised by words, in the understanding of evil.:

Literature is either the essential or nothing. I believe that the Evil--an acute form of Evil--which it expresses, has a sovereign value for us. But this concept does not exclude morality: on the contrary, it demands a ‘hypermorality’. Literature is communication. Communication requires loyalty. A rigorous morality results from complicity in the knowledge of Evil, which is the basis of intense communication. Literature is not innocent. It is guilty and should admit itself so.


There are many philosophical consequences and nuances to be drawn out from Gnostic thought, not the least of which is their indirect outlining of phenomenological concerns. The “act of experience” in which the historical is apprehended gives the Gnostic pause, clearly anticipating Husserl’s attempt to reach “a really pure self-experience and purely psychical data”.
 For the Gnostic, the phenomenal world was an admixture of demiurgic a priori intentionality, and perceiving Anthropos. Against all philosophies of objectivity, the Gnostic, along with Husserl, holds up the possibility of an antithetical self that cannot be contained by historical process. The antithetical spirit is to be found in Phenomenology’s abiding focus upon a hidden transcendent subjectivity:

The transcendent subjectivity, which for want of language we can only call again, “I myself”, “we ourselves” cannot be found under the attitude of psychological or natural science, being no part at all of the objective world, but that subjective conscious life itself, wherein the world and all its content is made for “us”, for “me”. We that are, indeed, men, spiritually and bodily, existing in the world, are, therefore, “appearances” unto ourselves, parcel of what “we” have constituted, pieces of the significance “we” have made. The “I” and “we” which we apprehend, presuppose a hidden “I” and “we” to whom they are “present”.

Gnostic phenomenology arose from their critique of a demonised historical process, whereas Husserl’s concerns are with the conundrum of a transcendent subjective intentionality underwriting “reality”. These differences, however, frame a methodology that is startlingly contiguous. Both views, whether “religiously” or “philosophically” inspired, implicitly attack the equanimity with which we accept what is supposedly objective beyond ourselves. That said, Phenomenology is bedevilled by its attempts to define a science based upon an enhanced subjectivism that would seem to murkily devour its own presuppositions. For Hellenistic Gnosis, having attained a state of super-absorption with respect to ancient Egyptian theogonic models, Greek Philosophy and Rhetoric, its gnosis must transcend all such pedagogical plateaux. Their conundrum arose from the unavoidable establishment of their own textual authority, even with an avowed aim of overthrowing all such hegemonies. That the language, the sacred sounds of gnosis, can accomplish this in the midst of archontic hegemony, is ultimately an ahistorical, non-textual mystery, spoken here by the female Gnostic godhead in the Trimorphic Protennoia:

I spoke--I--with the Archons and Authorities, for I went beneath their language and told the Mysteries to my own, a Hidden Mystery (through which) the fetters and sleep of Eternity were dissolved. (NHC XIII, 1 41.24-29)

This is a new level of rhetoric far removed from the Rhetorica ad Alexandrum, supposedly written by Anaximenes in the fourth or third century B.C.E.
, for it affects disdain for the sort of utilitarian sophistic of traditional argumentation, presuming to rise above the amoral drives of pure persuasion to the hyper-morality of gnosis. Gnosis is the radical and mystical shattering of an all-encompassing textuality. Derrida was therefore rather “anti-Gnostic”, perhaps disingenuously perverse, with il n’y a pas de hors-texte, as was the Sophist Gorgias in the sense that the motive and aim of these thinkers was to “deconstruct” Philosophy itself, not to philosophise. Perhaps, more pragmatically, one can reduce it to a novel attempt to attain stature through rebellion as opposed to conventional procedure. Hellenistic Gnosis, as a literary phenomenon, is to be chronologically situated between the two literary enfants terrible
, and such likewise contrary players in the Gnostic movement in Egypt would have subverted the orthodoxy of Archaic Gnosis as readily as they did Rome-sponsored Christianity. Yet deconstruction is essentially reconstruction, as the possibility of a rigorous nihilism in epistemic terms cannot be taken seriously as an end in itself. Gnostic subversion was a means to an end, and it defines their perceived alienness in this sense, as well, perhaps, as a need on their part to be seen as alien. Their obscurity, mythopoeic extravagance, and historical affronts to Roman rule, both political and ecclesial, were deliberate, the very message, at least in part, of the same rhetorical medium which generated The Acts of the Pagan Martyrs, or the Hermetic Asclepius . Behind such revolutionary posturings, however, are the traditional Egyptian aspirations for the salvation of the soul, and we cannot but believe that the Gnostic perpetuation and revivification of the ancient oriental emanationist theogonies were genuinely held to. The Gnostics in Egypt were, afterall, heirs to a millennia of religious thought focused, like no other before or since, upon a word-empowered afterlife. Egyptian Gnostic thought could not help but build upon and embellish the textual foundations of this antiquity: schooled in Egyptian wisdom and having learnt such wisdom from them, they bore this sort of fruit.
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