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The year: 1191. At Aleppo in
Syria a man called Shikab al-Din
‘I!':h].'a al-Suhrawardi was exe-
cuted an direce instructions from
the great Islamic ruler, Saladin.
He was 38 vears ald.

His death and shoer life
might seem 1o have nothing
do with Pythagoras, or the
Pythagoreans of ancient (Greece,
Bur thar's nor che caze.

Subrawardi has been known
in Persia since his dearh az “The
Sheikh of the East,” or s'tmpl_'.-' i
"He who was Lilled.™ “While seill
alive he mught and wrote about
hew he had discevered a conrin-
uans line of esotenc raditon: a
traditeon thar started in the Ease,
passed to the early Greek
philosophers, then was carried
from Greece to Egypt where it
traveled a long way up the Nile
and eventually was ransmined
from southern Egypr back 1o
Persia.

For him thiz eradition wasa't
just a marer of history. He pre-
sented himself as its living repre-
sentamve in his own ome. And
he explained that he was the per-
son responsible for brnging it o
its fulfillment by returning ir, full
circle, 1o its roots in the B

The few people in the West
who study Suhrowardi nowadays
like to believe his vision of the
past is strictly symbalic; char his
interpretations of history arentt
1o be wken liverally, or seriously.
And yet Suhrawardi was very
serions abour whar be said. So
were his successors — people
who down 1o the present day
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claim they have perperuated
intact an csorenic radition based
not on theonzing or reasoning
abrout reality, but on direct expe-
rience gained rthrough spirital
struggle and specific techniques
of realization.

For them this craditon was
alive, incredibly powerful,
Suhrawardi described it as an
eternal “leaven” capable of trans-
forming whatever it touches, of
raising people wheo are ready intwo
another level of being. And just
as yeast acts subtly bat irre-
sistibly, transtorming from the
inside, unrestrainable precisely
because it's so subde, the theolo-
gians in his time saw that the
only way to try and stop his
teaching would be to kill him.
Bur they killed nothing,

And Suhrawardi, like his
successors among Persian Sufis,
was quite precise about his ances-
tors. He mentions rwo early
Greek philasophers in particular:
Pythagoras, and a man from
Sicily called Empedocles. He also
seares, as we ll soon see, the name
of the town in southern Egypt
where the tradition evenrually
arrived. And he gives the name
of the man responsible for carry-
ing it out of Egypt in the 9th
cenmury — nearly one and a half
thousand years after Pythagoras
and Empedacles,

Aswe'll also see, he knew

what he was saying, Bur let’s start
at the beginning.

Those who specialize in the his-
tory of classical Greece namrally

L% s



tend 1o dislike any talk about
contacts with the ancient Ease, It
can be disconcerting 1o hind tha
the arca one has given onc’ life
wo studying is nothing but a tiny
squzare on a far vaster chessboard:
that the details one has been ana-
lyzing are just the marks lefr
behind by chesspieces being
moved from somewhere one
doesn’t know about to some-
where one doesn’t understand.

Western philosophy is pre-
sented nowadays as sirialy a
Greek phenomenon, explainable
in Gireek rerms alone, Cliims
made by ancient sources that the
earliest philozophers traveled o
distant places in search of wis-
dom are dismissed as romantic
fantasics, dreamed up by Greek
writers long after the time of the
peeple they were writing about.

The trouble is thar, in the
case of Pythagoras, the reports
about him traveling far and wide
go back more or less to the fime
when Pythagoras was alive. His-
rorians like to speak about what
they call the “Oriental mirage”
— the exotic illusion conjured
up by Greeks that their culnere
owed a great deal to the East. Bue
the real mirage is the "Greek
mirage.” the illusion thart the
Greeks grew up in a self-enclosed
world on their own.

The reality is this: the
ancient world was one vast,
interrelared wholbe. Everything
was intimately and subdy inter-
connected. You only have o look
at what happened in Pythagoras'
own lifetime and you find Baby-
lonian astrological raditions
being introduced into Egypr by
Persian Magi. Further to the east,
the same traditions were being
carried by Magi to India. Every-
where nowadays it's written or
said thar Alexander the Grear was
responsible for opening up the
East, cemurics after Pythagoras.
But that's just a myth. The routes
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that Alexanders army followed had
been used by Persian eraders and
teachers long before Alexander
was even born,

Then there’s the case of
Pythagoras himself. His home
was an island called Samios, just
off the mainland from whar's
now the Mediterranean coast of
Turkey. It so happens that the
people of Samos were among the
specialists of specialists in lang-
distance trade. They had a repu-
ation that was almost mythical
in its dimensions for traveling
and trading. The great iemple of
Hera an Samos hecame a store-
house for ebjects imported from
Syria and Babylonia, from the
Caucasus, Central Asia, and
India.

OF all the places thar people
from Samos did trade with,
there’s one in particular that they
had close gies with. This was
Egypt. They built their own
depoas and places of worship
along the Nile, together with
other Greeks. For them Egype
wiasn'T just some boreign or exotic
land. It belonged 1o the world
they knew and lived and worked
in.

And that's only part of the
story. According to an old radi-
tion, Pythagoras father was a
EETh enpraver. Whar Pythagoras
father did, Pythagoras himsalf
wisuld have learned as 2 mamer
of course. Bur for a Greek gem
engraver of the uime, in the mid-
dle of the 6th cenury B, life
would have meant learning skills
introduced from Phoenida and |
bringing in materials from the
East. We happen to know about
other famous gem engravers on
Samos at the tme when
Pythagoras was alive. They
trained in Egypt worked for
kings of Anaselia; produced
some of the finest works of ant
right in the heart of ancient er-

sia. For Samos was an island thar,

4

from century o century, had the
closest of ties with Persia,

The realities of histery are full of
ironies and paredoxes ar every
rurmn. With Pythagoras the para-
doxes start multiplying from the
moment he decided, in around
530 B, 1o leave Samos and sele
in lualy.

The island where he had
grown up had contacts with
Egypt: and one would suppose
that in leaving Samos for the
west he was leaving these con-
racts behind. Bur he didn't leave
anything behind. Italy was san-
rared wirh influences from
Egypt. The most extraordinary
finds have been made, there and
in Sicily, like Egyptian magical
objects dating from the 7th cen-
tury BC that show the goddes
Isis suschding her son Horus,
Their similarities to the imagery
of Persephone suckling her son
Dionysus — imagery that
depicrs the crucial moment in
Ohrphic mysteries of initiation,
when the initiate dies w be
reborn as Persephone’s child —
are far oo close wo be a coinci-
dence.

Orephic tradition hlosomed
in Iraly. Eary Pythagorean wadi-
tion absorbed its language and
techniques, made them its own.
And in arigin theyre plainky
Egypuan.

“This is parucularly clear in
the case of the famous Orphic
godd plates that originally were
buried together with initiases in
south-lualian tombs, They're
picces of folded gold foil,
inscribed with direcrions for
Fnding one’s way in the world of
the dead and with promises for
obraining immortality. They
describe the guardians in the
underworld that challenge the
soul, prevent it from finding the
refreshment it needs. And they

remind the soul how o stare its



real identaty by claiming i
belongs with the gods.

Here we come to the other
man mentioned by Suhrawardi
alongide Pythagoras: the great
philosopher Empedocies. Empe-
docles lived in the Sth cenry
iC and played the major role of
transmitting Pythagoras' ceach-
ings in Sicily. He used the lan-
guage of the gold plares in the
poetry he wrote, and through
what he says he shows that the

of dying to be reborn
docsn't just refer to dying phys-
cally. Initiates had ro die before
they died — face the underworld
before their physical death.

The similarities in derail
berween the magical sayings on
the gold plates and Fgypian
texts in the Sook of the Dend are
obvious, But what hasnt been
realized ic thar this isnk just a
case of parallels berween texes
from [raly and rexts from Egypo
the missing links have also been
discovered,

They're strange discoverics,
like stepping stones carefully
marking out a curve of influence
thar stretches from Egypr across
o [taly. Smips of gold foil have
been found in tombs ar
Carthage, on the coast of whar's
now Tunisia; and on the islaind of
Sardinia. They were put there
during the 7ih, 6ih, and 5ch cen-
turies BC. The serips were made
by Phoenicians — but they're
engraved with Egyptian images.
And they were rolled up, like
amulets, inside tbes often
sculpred with pictures of Egype-
ian gods.

You won't find much men-
tion of these strips of gold foil in
Phoenician tombs. Most modern
historians have livde respect for
Phoenicians, disregard them as
inferiar to the Greeks. Evidence
thar Pythagoreans in lraly
included Phoenicians among
their number, or were taught by

Phoenicians, is neglected. And
no significance is seen in how
ane particilar man — the man
who moss blatantly gives the lie
to the modern fantasy that
ancient Mythagoreans were
impractical dreamiers — is sand o
have learned mechanics amd
engineering from a Phoenician in
Carthape.

The man’ name was Archy-
tas. He was Plato’s grearest friend
amaong the Pythagareans; and he
along with his disciples rransmit-
ted 1o Plato the wisdom pre-
served in the famous Maronic
myths, But already in Plato’s own
circle the wendency to glorily the
Greeks, especially the Achenians,
ar everyone else’s expense quickly
cowered over the faces, Tr was

Plaro’s secretary who wrote down

THE ANCIENT
WORLD WAS ONE
VAST, INTERRELATED
WHOLL.
EVERYTHING WAS
INTIMATELY

AND SUBTLY
INTERCONNECTED.

the famous statement that “what-
ever Cirecks receive from barbar-
ians they improve on, carry to
perfection.”

And it was preciscly the peo-
ple who were in a pasition to
know best who went so far in
creating our Western sense of
superiority that now we find our-
selves proudly curching ar

SELIWS.

Traditions have their ebbs and
Hews, just as eultures do. People
go, whether they understand
why or not, exactly where they're
needed,

Egyprian ideas had for a long
time been carried o Ttaly, but
evennually the opposite move-
meent started — from Taly hack

o Egype. [t began in a big way
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when Aleeander the Grear had
the city called Alexandria built ar
the mouth of the MNile during the
late 4th century BC. People in
souchern lealy and Sicily gave
themselves all kinds of reasons
for doing what they had to doc
emigrating o Egypr.

Pythagoreanism irself had
always been a flexible tradidon.
[rs personal demands on anyone
whao wanted o become a
Pythagorean were immense, Bur,
paradoxically, to be a
Pythagorean meant belonging to
a system thar encouraged iniria-
tive and creativity: chat kept
changing, consciously adapting
to the needs of different people
and places and times.

So when Pythagpreans
started arriving in Egypr they
didn't simply set up shop as
Pythagoreans. They also starred
merging their teachings with a
tradition thar was eminently

ian, This was the radition
that belonged 1o the god Thoth
— or, as he came to be called by
Grecks in Egypr. Hermes Tris-
MEpisus,

The Hermetic rexts, or
“Hermetica,” that began being
produced in Greek were iniria-
tory writings, They served a very
particular and pracrical purpose
inside the circles of Hermetic
mystics. And many of the meth-
ods they describe, as well asa
grear deal of the erminology
they use, are specifically
Pythagorean in origin.

Bast the Hermetica are far
more than adaptations of
Pythagorean themes. They're also
the most abvious manifesarion
of Pythagoreanism returning 1o
Egypt.

Until not long ago, the ooca-
saonit] references w Egyprian
gud.'s and :tligi.un in the Her-
metic writings were dismissed as
superficial veneer: as touches of
local color added o the Greek
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texts to give them the illusion
that they contained the authentic
wisdom of Egypr. Bur the Her-
metic literarure is Egyptian o its
core. Even the name "Poiman-
dres” or “Pymander,” the title
often given to the Hermetica as a
whale, is Egyptian through and
through. It's simply a Greek ver-
sion af Peefrie mieerr, “the neelli-
gence of Re.” And the god who
was known in Egypr as the
“intelligence” of the sun-god, Re,
was Thoth — the Egyptian Her-
mies.

Already in the carly 19905 it
was possible to stare mapping our
the desails of how much the Her-
metica owed to Egypr. The
resulting picture was startling
enough. Bur then something
extrordinary happened.

In 1995 rwo hiszorians qui-
etly announced the existence of a
Book af Theeh, written in
Democic Egyptian, Just like the
Greck Hermerica, it's a dialogue
between a teacher and disciple.
The reacher is Thoth "the thres
nmes great — the exact eguiva-
lent of Hermes Trismegisos. He
talks, like in the Greek Hermer-
ica, about the process of rebinth:
about the need 1o become young
when you're old, old instead of
young,

The Bowk of Thoeh is purely
Egyptian, with not 2 trace or sign
of any foreign influence. Bure it
general correspondences with the
Greek Hermetic texts, and it
parallels with them down o the
most specific expressions and
details, prove without any doub
that here we have a lost Egyprian
prototype of the Hermetica only
known o us before through their
Coreek rranslations and adapra-
T

These were the Epyprian tra-
ditions thar Pythagoreanism
started merging with to become
those Greek Hermetica, And you
could say thar in doing so it was

ar lasy caming home,

The Greel Heemetic writings
weren't the -:ndu-fl'-'}mhagnm
anism’s return to Egype, but just
the beginning,

Alreacly in the 2Znd century
BC, Greek-speaking Egyprians
who lived on the Nile delia had
started receiving Pythagorean
eraditons on one hand and, on
the other, shaping whar was o
become known as the art of
alchemy. Morthern Epypr was
simply the starting-point for a
whiole process of rransmission
from West back o Ease,

Orver the centuries a combi-
nation of Pythagoreanism and
ablchemy was carried hundreds of
miles along the Nile, down
towards the Ethiopian froncier.
And it was carried to one twn
in particular. The Greeks called i
Panopalis; later it would become
Lnown as Alhmim, If's been said
that eurwardly this town in the
middle of the desert "has mo his-
vory.” That's quite correct. Tts his-
tory and significance belonged in
another dimension,

The most famous of Greck
alchemists, Zosimus, lived in the
Jrd cenpury AD. He came from
Panopolis. Already in his dime
there were small groups of
alchemists either living in the
TOWn OF staying in contact with
the alchemists who lived there.
These groups weren't just con-
cerned with transforming physi-
cal objects. They were also pre-
serving and perfecting
rechniques for the tansforma-
tion of themsehves.

It was here, when the real
meaning of early Greek philoso-
phy had already become lost in
the West, that the alchemists
l:u:p-t those philosophers’ teach-
IS alive — c';p:cul:l}' the teach-
ings of Pythagoras and the
Pythagoreans. And they would
go on preserving the significance
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of their te:ch:rnés ingact, From
generation o gencration, for
hundreds of years, *

It's suill possible to trace how
the teachings of Empedocles in
particular were transmitted from
Sicily down w Egypt and into
the Hermetica, into Egyprian
magical tradicions, and in
alchemical circles all the way
down to Akhmim. [n 1998 the
remains of a papyrnus, discovered
at Akhmim, which had con-
rained huge amounts of Empe-
docles’ poetry were published for
the first ome. This was much
more than a chance discovery.

During the 9th cenmury A,
700 years after Empedocles’
reachings had been copied onto
this papyrus, an alchemist in
Akhmim wrote a work thar was
to have the profoundest influ-
ence on vintually every aspect of
medieval alchemy. His name was
Uthran Ibn Suwaid, and he
wrate the worle in Arabic.

Ir became knovwn in the
[slamic world as The Book of the
Chatfrering; translated into Latin
it came o be called the Tk

osnpborm, or Gathering g
ﬁﬁﬁﬂbﬂﬁ The h:-nlr.g J
described a series of meetings
berween ancient Greek philoso-
phers ar four “Pythagorean con-
ferences,” all of them dedicared
to getting to the hean of the
alchemical art. The meetings
were presided over by Pythagoras
hirnself, And in the vexe one of
the speakers ar the gathering,
Empedocles, outlines genuine

. aspects of the historical Empedo-

cles” reaching — abour the fun-
damental importance of fire ar
the center of the earth — which
until recently were either forgot-
ten or complerely distorred in
the West,

The significance of these
details is immense. What Empe-
docles wrote and raughe during

the 5th century B played a cru-



cial role in shaping Western phi-
losophy, Western science, the his-
tory of Western ideas, Bur the
simple fact is that a true under-
standing of what Empedocles
had taughe didn’t survive in the
Wiest, All that was left there of
his teaching — abour the mys-
veries of the world around us,
about the namure of the soul —
was empty theorizing and hollow
ideas. The lived realicy had
moved elsewhere,

I¢’s strange. now, w look ar
the surviving evidence in Arabic
texts abour the existence of
groups of alchemists who called
themselves “Empedocles circles,”
or ~Pythagoras circles.” You find
“Empedocles circles” mentioned
again in descriptions of Lslamic
esotenic groups whe saw Empe-
docles as their guide: who
“regand themselves as followers of
his wisdom and hold him supe-
rior to all other authorities.”
Here were people who in spire of
their culture, religion, language,
ook as their inspiration and
teacher a man who had lived one
and a half thousand years before
them.

Suhrawardi, “Sheikh of the
Fast,” sayx who it was wha
passed the essence of Pythagoras
and Empedocles’ teachings 1o the
Suhs: someone called D -
Mun.

Db 1-Mun came from
Akhmim, He was fercely
atrached by Islamic theologians;
put on trial. He narrowly
escaped with his life. And this
man, who aroused so much
opposition through what he
mught, became known as “the
head of the Sufis” for the simple
reason that practically every line
of Sufis in existence looks back in
one way or another oo him.

He soon came 1o be consid-
ered the crucial hgure in "a line
ol weeret gnastic rmn:l'.lﬁg" thar

he transmirted to the great Suh
Sahl al-Tustarl and then —
through Sahl — o Sahl’s disciple
al-Hallaj and into the early Sufi
orders. But Dhu T-Nun was also
famous for his involvement with
alcherny, and for deriving his
wisdom from the alchemical tra-
ditions preserved at Akhmim.
This connection between
alchemy and the beginnings of
Sufism has ofien been put asicde
s something of an embarrass-
ment. And yet, a5 a few histori-
ans have realized, the evidence
for the connection goes back too
far into the past 1o be discounted

g0 easily. Bur even thar ismt all,

OVER THE CENTURIES
A COMBINATION OF
PYTHAGOREANISM
AND ALCHEMY WAS
CARRIED HUNDREDS
OF MILES ALONG THE
NILE, DOWN TOWARDS
THE ETHIOPIAN
FRONTIER. ANDIT
WAS CARRIED TO
ONE TOWN IN
PARTICULAR. THE
GREEKS CALLED IT
PANOPOLIS; LATER IT
WOULD BECOME
KNOWN AS AKHMIM,

because there's one other pisce of
evidence that's smangely been
missec.

This is the fact thart the earli-
est witness to Dhu ‘1-Nun's
invelvement with alchemy lived
hardly any later than D *-Nun
himself. He was [bn Suwaid, the
alchemist from Akhmim who
wrote the Pythagorean Em.l'qf
the Grashering — and wha, along-
side the other aldhemical books
he produced, wrote one specili-
cally refuring che accusartions lev-
eled against Dhu ‘l-Mun.

Apart from his connecrions
with alchemy and Pythagoras,
with Empedocles and Dhu 'l

far]

Mum, Thn Sueand weas linked
with the beginnings of Sufizm in
more ways than one. He also
wrote a work called Book of the
Redd Sulphur. Thar's highly signif-
icant. Red sulphur played a cru-
cial mole for alchemiss because i
represented the light in the
deprhs of the underworld, the
sun at midnight, the fire at the
center of the earth. But it's signif-
icant, o, because Bovk of the
Redd Sulpdrar was soon o become
a standard book-title among
Suhs themselves. For them, red
sulphur was the name used w
describe the essence of the eso-
teric “inheritance”™ thar was the
ultimare goal of being a Sufi.

The tendency nowadays is to
assume thar when Sufis took over
this alchemical language chey
changed its meaning by spiritual-
izing it, giving it a higher sig,n.iﬁ-
cance which it hadn't had before.
Bur that's as accurate as the belicF
thar Carl Jung in the 20th cen-
tury was the first person who
ever gave alchemy an inner or
symbolic meaning. who
explained it as relating 1o human
transformarion,

The simple fact is that the
aldest alchemical vexts in the
West which survive in anything
like their full and original stare
talk explicitly abour alchemy as
the art of inner ransformation
— as the process of bringing the
divine into human existence and
mk.i.ng the human back o the
divine.

These texees have never been
properly translated into English.
They were written down in
Greek during the 3rd century b}r
Fowimus: the famows aldhemist
[frem the wown of Panopolis or
Akhmim.,

It's no surprise thar Subhrawardi
was killed.
His writings show he was a

deep Muslim, profoundly

LAY s



inspired by the Quran. Burt the
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